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Abstract
Post-secondary students are facing an unprecedented level of mental health concerns. While
treating mental illness has traditionally been prioritized, mental health promotion strategies are
also essential. Existing research has shown that mattering, one’s ability to feel valued by and add
value to their community, can promote positive mental health in post-secondary students. Using
mixed methods, the goal of this research was to explore the potential of community service
learning (CSL), which allows students to participate in community placements in exchange for
course credit, to increase student mattering and positive mental health. Pre- and post-online
surveys were administered to a sample of nine post-secondary students in CSL placements and a
control group of 37 students who were not completing CSL placements from Wilfrid Laurier
University. Qualitative interviews were also conducted with a sub-sample of six CSL students
and 14 community organization representatives supervising student placements. This research
was conducted with Community and Workplace Partnerships at Wilfrid Laurier University.
Although survey results did not demonstrate an impact of CSL on student sense of mattering or
mental health, a significant relationship was found between higher levels of mattering and higher
levels of positive mental health, and between higher levels of mattering and lower levels of
stress, anxiety, and depression. Qualitative interview findings explored the mechanisms of these
relationships and emphasized the importance of CSL for community organizations. Findings
from this research will be used to inform CSL best-practices, offer support for expanding CSL
programs beyond the social sciences, and provide a new perspective on how mental health
promotion for post-secondary students can occur.
Keywords: community service learning, mattering, student mental health
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“Learning” to feel valued: Exploring the impact of community service learning on student
mattering and mental health
Canada’s post-secondary students are facing an increasing rate of mental health issues
(American College Health Association (ACHA), 2016; ACHA, 2019). Current mental health
strategies for students often focus on treating mental illness rather than promoting positive
mental health, which encompasses the experience of emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing beyond the mere absence of mental illness symptoms (Keyes, 2010). However, strategies
which are solely focused on treating mental illness are not enough to keep up with the growing
demand for mental health services. As post-secondary institutions aim to develop interventions
to improve student mental health, there is an increased focus on the addition of promotion-based
strategies. One emerging strategy is improving each student’s sense of mattering, which is
defined as the reciprocal relationship between a person and their community (Prilleltensky,
2019). Moving beyond typical ideas of being a part of a community, such as feeling a sense of
belonging, mattering ensures that students not only feel valued by, but can add value to, their
community. An increased sense of mattering is linked to lower depression and anxiety outcomes
in post-secondary students (Flett et al., 2019).
As we continue to develop new strategies to promote mattering and positive mental
health in students, it is equally important to explore the potential benefits of campus programs
that are already in place. Community Service Learning (CSL) consists of student community
placements, which are chosen to enhance specific learning outcomes reflected in post-secondary
classroom settings (Taylor, 2017). While participation in CSL has been related to increased
positive emotional states for students (McCrae et al., 2015), this has typically been examined as a
way to facilitate educational outcomes, such as critical thinking and communication skills (Wang
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& Calvano, 2018), rather than as a goal in itself. The full benefits of CSL have yet to be explored
in terms of personal outcomes, such as student mental health. The benefits of CSL, including
increased civic engagement and mattering, hold the potential to position it as an ideal program to
promote student mental health.
This thesis sought to explore the relationship between student participation in CSL
placements, an increased sense of mattering, the impact on mental health symptoms, and the
promotion of positive mental health outcomes. This study also sought to explore best practices
within CSL in order to foster mattering relationships between students and community
organizations. The literature review will explore current mental health concerns among the postsecondary student population, the potential benefits of increasing students’ sense of mattering,
and current research about CSL. It will highlight an emphasis on the importance of using a
critical, rather than traditional, CSL approach in both the analysis of data and recommendations
for future practices. The influence of participation in CSL on students’ sense of mattering, and
both positive and negative mental health symptoms, were explored using surveys and qualitative
interviews. Leaders of community organizations involved in CSL student placements were also
interviewed in order to get a more informed perspective of the impact of CSL on both students
and the broader community.
This study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, which had a significant impact on
post-secondary students, and likely had a strong impact on this study. The context of this
pandemic will be discussed throughout the thesis in an attempt to capture how it impacted the
design of the study and had implications for the outcomes. This thesis will explore the primary
aims and objectives of this study, the theoretical framework, methods, results, and discussion of
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the implications of this work for post-secondary student mental health, as well as highlighting
the benefits of critical CSL models.
Literature Review
Post-Secondary Student Mental Health
An alarming number of Canadian post-secondary students are experiencing mental health
issues. According to Canada’s 2019 National College Health Assessment, within the last 12
months, 88% of students felt overwhelmed by all they had to do, 69% felt overwhelming anxiety,
24% experienced depression that disrupted their academic performance, and 16% had seriously
considered suicide (ACHA, 2019). Canadian post-secondary students have been vocal about the
need for more mental health services on campus, demanding change through petitions (Kupfer,
2020), demonstrations (McEwan, 2019; Pan, 2018), and walking in on administrative council
meetings (Mancini & Roumeliotis, 2019). Despite these demonstrations and the heavy media
attention on student mental health, the number of students experiencing mental health issues
continues to rise (ACHA, 2016; ACHA, 2019). In comparing Canadian reference groups of the
National College Health Assessment in 2016 to groups in 2019, the percentage of students
experiencing mental health issues has increased. The surveys were conducted with students from
across Canada, with 43,780 students surveyed in 2016, and 55,284 surveyed in 2019. The
prevalence of students who responded that they had experienced “overwhelming anxiety within
the last two weeks” increased from 28.5% to 31%, the prevalence of students who felt “too
depressed to function within the last two weeks” increased from 17.1% to 20.1%, and the
prevalence who had “seriously considered suicide within the past year” more than doubled from
7.9% to 16.4%. (ACHA, 2016; ACHA, 2019).
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Not only do mental health issues impact students’ wellness, but they have implications
for students’ academic performance. In a study of over 3,500 Ontario students, students who
were experiencing some sort of mental illness (including mood and anxiety disorders) reported
more academic issues (including issues with attention, memory, and alertness) than students who
did not have a diagnosis of mental illness (Holmes & Silvestri, 2016). The study found that
students with anxiety were also more likely to experience issues related to their performance on
tests, compared to students with a mood disorder, who were more likely to experience issues
with alertness and attention.
Impact of COVID-19 on Student Mental Health. The COVID-19 pandemic has had an
unprecedented impact on the mental health of students. Although public health measures such as
quarantines and social distancing were essential in preventing the spread of COVID-19, they had
many negative implications for mental health. A study of over 1,300 Canadians of varying ages,
which took place from March to April 2020, found that participants experiencing strict social
distancing reported psychological distress, indicating high levels of panic, depression, and
emotional disturbances (Best et al., 2021). Exploring the impacts of the pandemic on student
mental health specifically, Hazma et al. (2021) found that students experienced greater distress
as a result of the pandemic. More specifically, their survey of 773 Canadian post-secondary
students found that while students who had pre-existing mental health conditions had similar
outcomes during the pandemic, students who did not have pre-existing mental health issues were
at a greater risk of experiencing worsening mental health. Another Canadian survey of 366
undergraduate students found that although the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic varied among
students, two thirds of students remarked that the pandemic had a moderate to strong negative
impact on their academics, social relationships, and stress levels (Prowse et al., 2021).
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With post-secondary institutions turning to teaching online in order to ensure the safety
of their students, many students returned to living at home. One survey of over 300 American
students who returned home to live with their parents during the pandemic found that students
experienced a lower sense of autonomy and a lower sense of having an adult identity (Hall &
Zygmunt, 2021), and felt out of control of their living situation. Furthermore, feelings of
isolation from their peers also had strong implications for students. A questionnaire exploring the
experience of 339 undergraduate students in Spain revealed that the shift to online learning
during the pandemic increased their feelings of disconnection. Those who felt more
disconnection also experienced increased feelings of worry, discouragement, and confusion
(Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021). The same study also found that although students’ perception of the
quality of online teaching may have improved as the pandemic went on, students experienced
more burnout as an effect of the continued isolation from their teachers and peers.
Current Strategies. Current mental health strategies for students, such as providing
students with crisis supports (Herring, 2019) and hiring more counsellors (Chan, 2019; Lam,
2018) focus on treating mental illness after students are already experiencing distress. However,
this approach is not enough to keep up with the demand for mental health services. As
demonstrated in Linden and Stuart’s (2020) scoping review on current international literature
surrounding post-secondary student mental health and stress, there are a lack of strategies that
explore mental health prevention and promotion, rather than treatment. The review found that
counselling services, although offered at the majority of post-secondary schools, are often very
limited. Discrete interventions, such as social media campaigns, animal therapy, and other oneoff education programs, often do not have adequate evaluation to fully understand their potential
benefits. There is a need for more comprehensive mental health approaches, including more
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research on discrete interventions, preventative approaches, and approaches that integrate mental
health promotion into campus frameworks and into classrooms (Linden & Stuart, 2020).
Ultimately, although both lines of mental health work are important, there needs to be
more emphasis on integrating positive mental health promotion strategies to prevent mental
health issues, rather than only treating mental health issues after they arise. There remains a need
to address why so many students are experiencing these issues in the first place, as well as a need
to develop effective solutions. Therefore, it is necessary to explore new strategies and methods to
support students in developing their positive mental health, which may prevent them from
experiencing more severe mental health issues down the line.
Positive Mental Health
As we continue to provide supports to students who are already experiencing mental
health issues, it is imperative to explore ways to prevent students from experiencing these issues
in the first place. As post-secondary institutions aim to develop interventions to improve student
mental health, there is an increasing focus on promoting positive mental health. New strategies
are being investigated in order to address these increasing rates of mental health issues and to
generally promote students’ positive mental health in Canada. The Mental Health Commission of
Canada recently released a new set of guidelines regarding post-secondary student mental health
and well-being (MHCC, 2020). These guidelines promote an emphasis on increasing the
development of positive mental health rather than only seeking to eliminate the symptoms of
poor mental health.
Positive mental health is more than just the absence of diagnosable mental illness (Keyes,
2010). Keyes (2010) explains how mental health encompasses three facets of well-being:
emotional (including feelings of satisfaction and quality of life), psychological (including self-
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acceptance and personal growth), and social (including social contribution and social
integration). Researchers have described a “psychologically healthy person” as someone who is
able to contribute to their community, has a sense of purpose, and is able to use their own
strengths in an applicable way (Peterson, 2013, p. 19).
In 2007, 5,689 college students completed the Healthy Minds Study, an internet survey
regarding levels of positive mental health in American post-secondary students (Keyes, 2012).
The study found that increasing levels of positive mental health is protective against suicidal
behaviour and academic impairment, and provided evidence for the importance of including
positive mental health in exploring the overall well-being of students. A two-year longitudinal
study of 126 students in Germany also found that increased levels of positive mental health are
protective against suicidal ideation, specifically after experiencing stressful life events
(Brailovska et al., 2020).
Increasing levels of positive mental health may also help to reduce the kind of stigma that
prevents students from accessing mental health supports. In 2019, Vidourek and Burbage
conducted qualitative interviews with 23 American students to explore help-seeking behaviour
and stigma in relation to positive mental health, as well as to explore students’ own perceptions
of positive mental health. Students associated positive mental health with having lower levels of
stress, feelings of happiness, and having an overall positive state of mind. Students noted that
perceived stigma was also a barrier to accessing mental health services. Increasing positive
mental health, more specifically by creating a culture of positive mental health on university
campuses, was identified as one way to combat barriers to mental health services, although it
was also indicated that more research is needed in this area to explore the ways through which
this would happen (Vidourek & Burbage, 2019).
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Promoting positive mental health through social integration, which is the sense of being a
part of and receiving support from a community (Keyes, 2010), has particularly strong
conceptual ties to one mental health promotion strategy: improving each student’s sense of
mattering. Moving beyond simply belonging to a community, mattering ensures students not
only feel valued by, but are able to add value to their community and those around them.
Fostering a Sense of Mattering
Mattering (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981) highlights the inherent human need to feel
valuable to other people, as well as feel valued by them. The foundation of mattering is the
reciprocal relationship between a person and their community (Prilleltensky, 2019). A strong
sense of mattering is conceptually linked with many positive aspects of overall well-being
(Keyes, 2010), such as self-acceptance and self-esteem (Flett et al., 2019). Conversely, a study of
155 Canadian university students found that a lack of mattering was related to elevated
depression and social anxiety symptoms, highlighting the importance of fostering a community
where students feel as though they matter (Flett & Nepon, 2020). One 2012 study, which
surveyed 246 post-secondary students in Toronto, explored the relationship between mattering,
perfectionism, and depression. A relationship was found between mattering and depressive
symptoms; more specifically, lower levels of mattering were associated with higher levels of
depressive symptoms (Flett et al., 2012).
A holistic sense of mattering encompasses one’s feelings of both adding value to and
being valued in relationships, work, community, and by oneself. This not only supports wellbeing, but is a fundamental psychological need (Prilleltensky, 2019). Mattering can be a
promising component in the promotion of positive mental health in schools (Flett, 2018). In the
2013 Hampshire Youth Risk Behaviour Survey, community mattering was examined as a way to
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buffer the negative impacts of student victimization, while also exploring factors related to
mental health and education. After surveying nearly 25,000 high school students, results
indicated that mattering to one’s community was associated with higher levels of academic
performance and lower levels of depression among those who had experienced victimization
(Edwards & Neal, 2017).
Higher levels of mattering may also be related to students’ adaptability in regard to the
learning changes that came with the COVID-19 pandemic. Although literature in this area is very
limited, a cross-sectional study of over 1,200 college students in Israel found that students who
had a greater sense of belonging and mattering displayed higher learning adaptability in light of
face-to-face learning being moved to an online format (Besser et al., 2020).
Promoting a sense of mattering clearly has positive indications for mental health, and due
to the reciprocal nature of this relationship, giving back to others in order to add value to a
community is often seen as a strategy to increase one’s feelings of mattering. Drawing from a
longitudinal study which cited mattering as a health benefit of volunteering (Piliavin & Siegl,
2007), Flett et al. (2019) indicated the value of post-secondary institutions implementing
opportunities for student volunteering in order to create opportunities to develop mattering
through various forms of community and civic engagement.
Civic engagement. In addition to experiencing elevated feelings of mattering, students
who participate in civic engagement work are more likely to flourish in the post-secondary
environment, and experience positive emotional states (Low, 2011). Low’s survey of over 400
American undergraduate students explored the relationship between students’ positive mental
health, and the importance that they place on factors such as community service. Students who
were categorized as “flourishing” (having high levels of positive mental health) were more likely
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to spend a greater amount of time volunteering, and more likely to rate civic engagement as
important to them, compared to students with lower levels of mental health. Although the study
design only explored the association between these variables, the authors indicated that the
results provided enough support to believe that encouraging students to participate in prosocial
community engagement strategies could foster positive mental health outcomes.
Prosocial community engagement activities like volunteering may also contribute to
students’ positive development while providing them with the opportunity to avoid riskier
behaviours (Dvorsky et al., 2019). Comprehensive definitions of positive development include
positive social functioning, encompassing an individual’s ability to contribute to their
community and develop a connection to their community (Keyes, 2010). An American study of
225 first year college students suggested that civic engagement activities, including Community
Service Learning courses, can promote positive development (Brewer, 2018). Another study
examining civic engagement demonstrated that engaging in helping behaviours was directly
linked to increased well-being in students (Wray-Lake et al., 2019). The study, consisting of 276
college students in America, explored the relationship between civic engagement and well-being
through daily diary entries. The researchers found that community-oriented behaviours were able
to fulfill the basic psychological needs of students, and implied that exploring civic engagement
as a way to promote student well-being is an area that merits further research and attention.
While civic engagement is linked to improved mental well-being (Wray-Lake et al.,
2019), engaging in civic activities may present time-constraint challenges for students, who
already have demanding workloads and schedules. A possible solution to this is to examine the
civic engagement opportunities that are already available to be completed as a contribution
toward students’ course credit. Community Service Learning offers these opportunities in a way
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that not only enhances students’ academic experiences, but integrates the benefits of civic
engagement into their studies.
Community Service Learning
Community Service Learning (CSL) is a form of civic engagement that is often easily
accessible for post-secondary students, as it offers community service placements that are
already built into their course work. Students do not have to seek out these placements
independently, and have the opportunity to complete community work that is relevant to their
studies. Students also receive a part of their course credit for this work. CSL programs are
already in place for students across 40 different Canadian universities (McConnel Foundation,
2020). CSL placements are chosen to enhance specific learning outcomes reflected in the
classroom (Taylor, 2017) while supporting the community. These placements provide the
opportunity for students to gain hands-on experience with the course curriculum they are
learning in class, in a way that allows them to become civically engaged in their communities.
Students’ method of participation in CSL courses can vary. Some placements may be a
mandatory part of a course, some courses involve placements where all students participate at
one organization, and some involve placements where students can choose the specific
organizations where they complete their placements. However, it is important to note that all
placements involve some level of a self-selection bias, as individual students choose to enrol into
community-oriented programs, courses, or placements.
Traditional outcomes of service learning. Outcomes of Community Service Learning,
also referred to in the literature as service learning, have traditionally been examined in regard to
three domains: (a) academic, (b) professional, and (c) personal. Higher levels of academic,
professional, and personal outcomes for students have been related to participation in service
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learning courses when compared to students who participated in non-CSL courses (Wang &
Calvano, 2018).
Academic outcomes. Academic outcomes are related to students’ experiences within the
classroom environment, centering around their ability to apply theories learned in class in a realworld setting (McRae, 2018). Enhanced critical thinking skills (Harkins et al., 2018) and
strengthened communication skills (Geringer et al., 2009; Wang & Calvano, 2018) are
highlighted as key academic outcomes of service learning. While there is evidence of academic
success across many CSL programs, it is important to note that different CSL programs can have
varying academic success outcomes. Wang and Calvano’s 2018 study explored student outcomes
for two comparable marketing courses that were taught by the same instructor and completed in
the same semester. The sample consisted of 174 American students, who self-enrolled into one
of the courses. One course contained a service-learning project, while the other had a similar
project that did not include a service-learning component. Students in each course were surveyed
at the end of the semester to explore how the course improved academic outcomes (i.e., “This
project aided me in connecting the course content with things I learned...”), professional
outcomes (i.e., “This project made me more marketable upon graduation”), and personal
outcomes (i.e., “This project had a positive effect on my self-esteem”). These outcomes were
ranked significantly higher by students who completed the service-learning project than by
students who completed the project with no service-learning component.
In another study conducted by Song et al. (2017), researchers hypothesized that CSL may
promote educational success in “underrepresented” students, which included racially and
economically marginalized students. The researchers examined six different faculty colleges
within their American university, including biology and liberal arts. Generally, participation in
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CSL courses had a strong, positive relationship with underrepresented students’ academic
outcomes, including higher grade point averages and increased student retention. However, the
study showed that the success of underrepresented students in CSL actually varied across faculty
colleges, and only had a positive relationship within half of the faculty colleges. While the
quantitative design of the study allowed for a general understanding of CSL’s relationship with
educational success for underrepresented students, explanations of what facilitated this success
within different faculty colleges could not be fully explored. The authors indicated the need for a
focus on supporting the needs of underrepresented students while designing CSL courses, but
acknowledged that more research is needed to understand what these needs are.
Professional outcomes. Many students who engage in CSL gain valuable skills in
professional development, and feel more prepared to enter the workforce. The experiential
learning process involved in CSL allows students to explore career opportunities through
providing “concrete experiences” and opportunities for “reflective observation” (p. 208, Wang &
Calvano, 2018). An American study spanning eight years explored the experiences of over 2000
students who completed a service learning course. The questionnaire data reflected that students
believed themselves to be more employable after completing CSL and gained a deeper
understanding of the benefits of a community-focused career (Geringer et al., 2009).
Another study exploring alumni perspectives of the impacts of CSL on their career paths
found that participating in CSL as students had supported their professional growth (Mitchell &
Rost-Banik, 2019). Through qualitative interviews of 33 American participants, CSL was
affirmed as a strong facilitator for civically-focused career opportunities. Furthermore,
participation in CSL courses was also shown to boost career-relevant skills such as selfawareness, confidence to engage with community members, teamwork, and communication. It
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also allowed students to grow and strengthen their professional networks, which benefitted them
when searching for a career.
Personal outcomes. Personal outcomes of service learning have typically been studied in
terms of improved self-efficacy (Gonsalves et al., 2019; Sanders, 2016), critical thinking skills
(Taylor, 2015), and academic achievement (Astin, 2000; McConnel Foundation, 2020). One
study of 170 American undergraduate students also suggested that CSL can help to improve
intercultural competency, with students demonstrating enhanced cultural intelligence after
completing a service learning course (De Leon, 2014).
Less is known about the personal outcomes of CSL as they pertain to mental health. As
noted above, CSL has been related to positive emotional states for students (McCrae et al.,
2015), however this is often examined as a facilitator of educational outcomes, such as improved
critical thinking and communication skills (Wang & Calvano, 2018) rather than explored as an
independent benefit. One study of 54 students at an American university explored students’
experiences in an Abnormal psychology course that included a CSL placement (Barney et al.
2010). Survey results found that students’ negative attitudes toward mental illness were reduced
after completing the course. However, the full extent of this relationship has yet to be thoroughly
explored in terms of its benefits for student mental health.
Community outcomes. Though not always explicitly explored in CSL research,
community outcomes are beginning to be regarded as an important part of transformational
learning and changing students’ worldviews (Chopin et al., 2014) in line with a critical CSL
theoretical framework. As opposed to the traditional CSL framework outlined above, critical
CSL centres around three goals: (a) working to distribute power, (b) emphasizing a focus on
social change, and (c) creating authentic relationships between students and community members
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(Mitchell, 2008). Focusing on community outcomes and student outcomes interdependently
emphasizes a critical CSL theoretical framework, through understanding that the benefits to
community organizations are just as integral to a positive relationship as the benefits to the
students and post-secondary institutions. Tinkler and Tinkler (2018) emphasize how instead of
only focusing on students, “learning experiences must be shaped to meet the needs of the
community” (p. 232) in order to build relationships that lead to meaningful impacts for both
community organizations and for students.
Creating an environment in which students are able to create a meaningful impact for the
community organizations they are working with not only provides greater benefits for the
organization, but offers more opportunity for students to grow and develop. One measure of this
community-oriented development is community service self-efficacy (CSSE). Community
service self-efficacy encompasses the ability to make meaningful contributions to the
community, applying knowledge in a community engaged way, and using one’s own abilities to
help promote social justice (Reeb, 1998). While traditional self-efficacy as outlined above is
highlighted as a key academic outcome of CSL, the benefits of community service self-efficacy
are less well-known. One study of 65 American college students showed that participating in
CSL greatly increased students’ sense of community service self-efficacy from the beginning of
the course to after the course (Sanders, 2016). However, it has also been indicated that more
research is needed to understand whether higher levels of community service self-efficacy also
predict community organizations’ perceptions of students’ ability to provide effective support
(Reeb et al., 2010).
Gaps in Current Research
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As the percentage of students experiencing mental health issues continues to grow
(ACHA 2016; ACHA 2019), it is essential to discover new ways to improve mental health,
beyond the traditional solutions. Current mental health strategies need to move toward a focus on
not only treating mental health issues, but examining the environment in which students are
educated in order to promote positive mental health. This includes the way that students engage
with their classrooms and their communities, such as through CSL.
As noted above, CSL has well-documented academic and professional outcomes, with its
emphasis on civic engagement providing the potential to increase students’ sense of mattering.
However, more research is needed to capture the impacts of the personal and community
outcomes of CSL. There also remains a need to further explore how an increased sense of
mattering influences mental health. Although current research positions participation in CSL as a
potential strategy to promote positive mental health, further research is needed in this area (Low,
2011). Existing research supports a positive relationship between mattering, civic engagement
activities, and positive mental health, however studies exploring this connection are often solely
quantitative in nature (Brewer, 2018; Dvorsky, 2019; Low, 2011). There remains a need to
incorporate qualitative methodology in order to explore why this relationship exists, and how to
continue to foster it.
Study Objectives and Research Questions
This thesis research sought to address these gaps through exploring the following questions
through the use of mixed evaluation methods:
1. What is the relationship between CSL participation and student sense of mattering?
2. What is the effect of this relationship on student mental health and community service
self-efficacy?
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3. What best practices within CSL placements can be identified in order to promote student
mental health and mattering?
The first two research questions were evaluated through the use of mixed methods, beginning
with pre-post surveys to explore quantitative relationships between CSL participation, student
sense of mattering, community service self-efficacy, and mental health, and to evaluate whether
CSL is associated with changes in mattering and mental health. This was followed by interviews
of CSL students in order to further explore which mechanisms of CSL may promote these
changes. The third research question was also explored through interviews of the leaders of
community organizations that host CSL student placements, with specific questions targeted to
explore best practices within CSL.
Theoretical Framework
In order to answer these questions, the following theoretical frameworks were applied:
Critical Community Service Learning
Critical Community Service Learning seeks to address the power dynamic between the
academy and the community, and to guide students in understanding how and why this power
dynamic exists. Whereas traditional CSL models emphasize the academic achievements of
students, critical CSL centres around empowering students to become agents of social change
(Mitchell, 2008). As noted earlier, critical CSL works to distribute power, while emphasizing
social change and creating authentic relationships (Mitchell, 2008). Beyond these goals, critical
CSL notes that community organizations need to be the ones who define their needs, while
acknowledging the inherent power imbalance between members of academic institutions and
members of community organizations (Rosenberger, 2014). It also highlights the necessity for
students to become more aware of their interactions with others, and to explore their placements
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as an opportunity to learn why people may need to access community organizations in the first
place (Mitchell, 2008). One study of three critical CSL programs highlighted the benefit of the
approach (Mitchell, 2014). Students in these programs noted that the emphasis on developing
authentic relationships supported them in developing their civic identity and leadership skills.
Ultimately, critical CSL aims to develop the relationship between students, the community, and
post-secondary institutions, with a focus on social change and critical reflection (Chupp &
Joseph, 2010).
This study examined CSL through a critical rather than solely traditional approach,
through emphasizing community outcomes as well as student outcomes. While traditional
outcomes, such as academic and career goals, are still mentioned in this study and are still central
to Wilfrid Laurier University’s (Laurier’s) CSL program, incorporating additional goals
surrounding community service self-efficacy, student mental health, and highlighting community
organizations’ opinions kept the objectives of the study aligned with a critical framework. In
order to ensure that this research was beneficial to community organizations as well as students,
it was conducted with Laurier’s Community and Workplace Partnerships office, which houses
Laurier’s CSL program. As critical CSL centres around the need to create authentic relationships
between the academy and the community, incorporating and centring the opinions of the CSL
program and community organizations was necessary to build an authentic relationship that
achieved mutually decided goals. Through acknowledging the diverse identities of students, as
well as the varying needs of the community, a critical CSL approach offered the proper base for
this research.
Mattering
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Beyond its concrete ties to mental health outcomes in students, mattering also provides a
theoretical framework to support meaningful community interactions. In order for someone to
feel valued, they must feel appreciated and recognized in their work, community, and
relationships (Prilleltensky, 2014). However, just feeling as though they are appreciated is not
sufficient for a healthy sense of mattering. In order for someone to add value, they need to
actually be able to perceive the impact that they are having on those around them. Adding value
ties in closely with other theories, such as self-efficacy (Prilleltensky, 2019). This distinction is
also what separates mattering from belonging to a group; a person can feel as though they belong
as a member of a community, but that does not mean that they will feel as though they are able to
make an impact or feel recognized by those around them (Flett et al., 2019).
Mattering also has a strong moral component, which aligns well with critical CSL values.
As mattering requires a balance between feeling valued by other people, while still contributing
value to other people, it ties to the community-oriented balance required between self and others
(Prilleltensky, 2019). Similarly, critical CSL has a strong focus on maintaining a balance
between the value that students receive from completing community placements, and the value
that they contribute to community organizations, ensuring that this relationship is just as
beneficial for community organizations.
Integration of theories
This study embodied qualities of the above theories in its design, data collection, data
analysis, and knowledge translation strategies. In line with a positive mental health approach, the
study focused on well-being in order to promote positive mental health in students through
analysing positive outcomes, such as CSSE and mattering, alongside typical measures of stress,
anxiety, and depression.
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Mattering has positive implications for promoting student mental health. As mattering
focuses on a reciprocal relationship between a person and their community, perspectives must be
included from both sides of this relationship. While levels of mattering were assessed in
individual students, this relationship was also explored qualitatively through interviews with both
students and community organizations. This study worked to strengthen this relationship while
exploring what facilitated students’ experiences while creating change in their communities.
In order to capture a critical Community Service Learning approach, this study also
highlighted the input of community organizations, rather than focusing exclusively on students.
As noted above, the central community partnership in this study was with Laurier’s Community
and Workplace Partnerships. Their goals focus on knowing more about the personal
development and wellness impacts of CSL participation, so that these can be included in their
efforts to advocate for expanded CSL opportunities across all disciplines to contribute to
improved student mental health promotion. Encompassing these theories allows the study to
address CSL as a strategy to promote students’ sense of mattering, better understand what the
implications of student mattering are on mental health, and support Community and Workplace
Partnerships in achieving their outcomes. Exploring not only students’ mental health through
traditional scales, but their ability to create meaningful impacts on their community and feel that
they are capable of creating change, further aligns this study with critical CSL.
Positionality
Throughout my personal and academic career, I have had several opportunities to work
directly with youth experiencing mental health challenges. I have supported children in a school
setting, a group for adolescents at risk of developing eating disorders, and post-secondary
students transitioning into post-secondary education. These experiences have given me a passion
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to investigate the pressures and systems that can cause mental health issues to exist or worsen.
My experience with CSL courses was extremely valuable to me, and helped me to get a better
understanding of the various lived experiences that people in the Kitchener-Waterloo community
hold. Being able to support organizations in creating change was something that helped me to
develop my own sense of mattering, and I hope to investigate the way that this can happen for
other students in the Laurier community.
At the same time, I recognize the privilege that I hold while interacting with these
community systems. My positive experience has supported my drive for this work, but it
certainly is not an experience that is universal to all students. As a white scholar investigating
community relationships from a position within an academic institution, I recognize that the way
that I interact with the systems I am exploring may be different than the way that my student
participants interact with them. I acknowledge that I have more to learn from the community
organizations and the students that I am working with than they do from me. I am committed to
accurately representing their experiences, regardless of whether they align with my personal
experiences or my research hypotheses.
My work with various communities has fostered my development of several personal values
that are also aligned with Community Psychology values (Prilleltensky, 2001). I prioritize
dignity and respect for all persons within my research, and acknowledge the way that structural
systems have played a role in who ends up accessing community services in relation to who ends
up providing them. I also value community empowerment, and acknowledge that communities
are capable of creating and sustaining their own change. My role as a researcher in this capacity
is to use the resources and experiences I have to support communities in creating their own
change. However, my role as a researcher also means that I need to ensure that my interview
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process leaves space for those that I interview (students and leaders of community organizations)
to contribute to the interview process as well. This has been ensured through leaving time at the
end of each interview for the participants to provide their feedback on the questions that were
asked, asking them whether the questions accurately explored their experiences with CSL, and
offering them time to share any additional feedback or stories that they would like to be captured
by the interviews.
My positionality has also highlighted the importance of engaging in active reflection
throughout my thesis. As Grain and Lund (2017) noted, researchers must be willing to move
“toward an embrace of ambiguity and discomfort” (p. 12) in order to maintain the integrity of
service-learning as a path toward social justice. Being a white scholar, my own worldviews have
been created from a viewpoint of white normativity, and without proper reflection, my
worldviews could influence the way that I conduct my research. This was especially important
when working to interview students and community organizations. I ensured that I prioritized the
needs of the students and community organizations that I am working with, not only during the
interviews, but in the larger scope of the research that I am conducting. This involved centring
their experiences, regardless of my own expectations. Before beginning this work, I also
acknowledged that it may become uncomfortable at times. I had to be willing to let my comfort
and expectations be secondary to the experiences of the students and communities that I was
working with.
Community Psychology Values
In order to ensure that this work was done in an ethical way, several community
psychology values as outlined by Isaac Prilleltensky (2001) were centred. The three values that
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best supported this research were: (a) Personal growth, (b) Support for enabling community
structures, and (c) respect for diversity.
Personal growth. Personal growth objectives include providing opportunities for
community members to develop while understanding that community structures impact
everyone’s ability to grow (Prilleltensky, 2001). CSL offers an opportunity for students to gain
skills related to academic and emotional development, in a setting that promotes their
understanding of the development of other members of the communities they are working with.
Personal growth was also reflected through the collection of CSSE data, as this scale heavily
reflects students’ sense of being able to positively impact their communities. Reflecting on their
contributions through the interview experience may also have provided opportunities to recall
skills that were developed through CSL.
Support for enabling community structures. Objectives of this value include
advocating for structures that are able to meet the needs of community members with diverse
needs (Prilleltensky, 2001). CSL exposes students to community organizations that support
varying community groups, and allows them to learn how societal structures impact both these
organizations and the people who access them. Students who are engaged in CSL often become
personally invested in their placements, and may advocate for similar processes of social change
to be implemented within their own campuses and communities (Kajner, 2017). Furthermore,
integrating community organization interviews ensures that community voices are heard in the
discussion surrounding CSL best practices, and that their opinions are brought to the forefront of
this conversation.
Respect for diversity. Respect for diversity objectives include gaining a better
understanding, “respect, and appreciation” for the different experiences that others face, and how
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people with varying social identities face varying forms of oppression (p. 754, Prilleltensky,
2001). Community organizations that provide placements for students can support a variety of
different community groups. The groups served by organizations in the current study included
new immigrants, 2SLGBTQ+ communities, BIPOC communities, older adults, and children with
disabilities. Students who take CSL courses have a range of different identities themselves, hold
varying levels of societal power, and have had different lived experiences before they entered
post-secondary education. Some students work with organizations that serve communities that
they identify as a member of, while some students work with communities who have lived
experiences far different from their own. Regardless, working with different community
organizations may offer a place for students to learn more about the different forms of societal
oppression that exist, and give them a better understanding of the lived experiences of others.
Ultimately, keeping all of these values centred within this work allowed for necessary reflection
during the research process, through understanding my own interpretation of the data analysis,
and helped to ensure that data analysis and knowledge translation strategies were conducted in a
way that aligned with these values.
Methodology
Research Context
Community Partnership
This research was conducted in partnership with Laurier’s Community and Workplace
Partnerships (CWP) office, which houses Laurier’s CSL program. Laurier’s CSL program is
well-established, and received a million-dollar grant over the course of 2006 to 2010 to develop
and implement the program (McConnell Foundation, 2020). This positioned Laurier as an ideal
institution to support CSL-related research. Laurier’s CSL program is offered throughout
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multiple departments, including psychology, health studies, languages, kinesiology, and music,
however, the majority of courses within the CSL program are offered in psychology. Targeted
learning outcomes for CSL courses include intellectual growth, appreciating diversity, and
collaboration (Wilfrid Laurier University, 2020). Students are typically matched with CSL
organizations through an online portal where they can read about community organizations, the
requirements of the CSL positions that organizations have available, and the time commitment
required for placements. Students can then self-select to the placement, and complete the training
and orientation required by the community organization. However, some placements are predetermined for a specific course, for example a whole cohort of students may complete their
placement with one specific organization. Typically, Laurier’s CSL program supports
approximately 1400 students annually in CSL courses across two campuses, however this
number was reduced by the COVID-19 pandemic. This research took place under the supervision
of Dr. Maritt Kirst. Dr. Kirst has expertise in mixed methods and community-based mental
health research.
This research was funded by CEWIL (Co-operative Education and Work-Integrated
Learning) Canada, through a collaborative grant between the researchers and the Community and
Workplace Partnerships (CWP) office at Laurier. Collaborative goals included furthering
knowledge about post-secondary student well-being, demonstrating evidence of the impacts of
Community Service Learning, and providing support for expanding CSL programming through
the Laurier CWP CSL program.
COVID-19 Pandemic
The pandemic presented some logistical challenges for exploring the impact of CSL
placements. The majority of Laurier’s CSL placements were held virtually, with students
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interacting with community organizations almost exclusively online. Placement activities varied,
with some students in this study participating in classroom-style Zoom sessions, and some
completing remote research projects. While this presented an opportunity to learn more about
virtual placement experiences, literature regarding CSL typically focuses on in-person
experiences, and therefore may have been less relatable to the experiences of students in an
online environment. Unfortunately, the number of available CSL placements was also reduced,
which was reflected in the final sample size of this study. Furthermore, there were obvious
mental health implications from the isolation experienced by students during the pandemic, as
outlined in the literature above.
Research Paradigm
Due to the multifaceted nature of this project, it was explored through a pragmatic
paradigm. Fishman (1999) stated how a pragmatic paradigm argues that “theory and research
must deal with problems as they holistically present themselves in actual situations” (p. 2).
Examining students’ mental health in the context of their participation in CSL placements
examines students in terms of their surroundings. Kaushik and Walsh (2019) explain how
pragmatism also notes that “knowledge is always based on experience” (p. 4), and acknowledges
that the researcher’s experience can impact the way that they do their work. This paradigm is
highly relevant to the personal experience of mental health. The ways in which students
experience mental health will be subjective, and while we can infer knowledge from statistical
data, it needs to be informed by the context of what students themselves say about their
experiences. This paradigm also lends itself well to encourage reflection on positionality. While
acknowledging and considering my own positionality is important as a researcher within
Community Psychology, it is also important to the quality of work under a pragmatic paradigm.
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Ethically, it is important to acknowledge the way that personal experiences can influence one’s
interpretation of research. The pragmatic paradigm goes beyond this and highlights the need to
incorporate personal reflection to ensure the integrity of the research being conducted.
Methods within a pragmatic paradigm are selected because they are “most likely to
provide insights into the question” (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, p.4) that is proposed by the
research, which aligned with the mixed quantitative and qualitative methodology of this study.
The pragmatic paradigm has been strongly associated with mixed methodology, as it values the
exploration of research questions while incorporating multiple perspectives, and “reject(s) the
forced choice between positivism and constructivism” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, p.23).
Student mental health, community partnerships, and dynamics within CSL are complex, and as
such a variety of different approaches are needed to explore them. While quantitative data
collection is often essential for obtaining funding and providing evidence of program
effectiveness, quantitative methods often are not sufficient to explore the reasons why programs
are effective. Quantitative data can also provide information on any changes to student mental
health on a scale over time, but qualitative research is needed to understand how students’
individual experiences inform these changes. A pragmatic paradigm also ensured that the
perspectives of the multiple different stakeholders involved in the study were included, and that
the outputs of the study are able to incorporate their varying needs.
Design
This study had an explanatory mixed methods, quasi-experimental design (Aresi et al,
2017), valuing the complementary contributions of quantitative and qualitative methods. Both
were necessary in order to fully achieve the research objectives of the study. The study involved
data collection through two surveys, which are referred to as the Time One and Time Two
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surveys. These surveys were completed at the beginning of the term (Time One, within the first
three weeks of the CSL group starting their placements) and at the end of the term (Time Two,
up to two weeks after CSL students had completed their placements). Time One and Time Two
surveys were also completed by a control group of students that did not participate in CSL
placements. This design allowed for a better understanding of the impacts of CSL specifically,
and helped rule out the possibility that any changes observed in outcome measures were due to
factors external to CSL participation.
Quasi-Experimental Design
As students self-selected as to whether or not to take CSL courses and could not be
randomly assigned, but completed the same pre-post survey, this study followed a quasiexperimental design (Gribbons & Herman, 1996). Quasi-experimental designs have been used in
studies exploring CSL previously (De Leon, 2014; Simons, 2011). For example, De Leon (2014)
indicates the need for experimental and quasi-experimental designs in studies exploring service
learning in order to ensure that we can attribute student outcomes to participating in CSL. In
their study, they explored student outcomes related to intercultural competency as a result of
participating in a “Cultural Diversity” course, including a community service learning
component involving the development of a community program to support local refugee
families. Although students could not be randomly assigned to the course, researchers were able
to compare students enrolled in course sections involving a CSL component (as the experimental
group) to students enrolled in course sections without a CSL component (as the control group).
Students enrolled in the course sections with a CSL component demonstrated a significant
increase in scores on cultural competency measures from before the course started to after
students completed it, indicating the effectiveness of the CSL component. Although quasi-
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experimental design still has limitations in terms of being able to isolate the impact of CSL itself,
it remains an appropriate way to explore quantifiable changes in outcomes of students taking
CSL courses.
Mixed methodology
Mixed methodology aligns well with the previously outlined pragmatic paradigm. It is
useful when conducting work with community stakeholders, allowing for generalized statistical
findings to be contextualized within participants’ experiences (Aresi et al., 2017). This study
followed an explanatory mixed methods design, meaning quantitative survey data were collected
first, then enriched by subsequent interviews of individual students to explain and complement
the quantitative data (Cresswell et al., 2003). Survey data were collected in order to explore
quantifiable relationships between predictor (participation in CSL) and outcome variables
(mattering, community service self-efficacy, positive mental health, anxiety, depression, and
stress). After surveys were completed, student interviews were conducted with a smaller subset
of CSL students in order to get more in-depth information about their sense of mattering and
mental health pertaining to their experiences in CSL. Qualitative interview data were collected in
order to get a deeper understanding of what the quantitative relationships were, and how they
impacted individual students who were enrolled in CSL, as well as how they impacted
community organizations.
Community organization interviews were conducted before the survey data were
collected. Ideally, all interviews would have taken place after CSL placements were completed
in order to have a stronger association between student feedback and community organization
feedback. However, as student data collection was pushed back due to COVID-19, this was not
feasible within the scope of this study. Ultimately, organizations referred to their experiences
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with students on a general (their overall experience with multiple students) rather than individual
level, and while they mentioned instances of individual students who made a strong impact, these
were not necessarily students who had most recently completed their placements. Thus, the
timing of the community organization interviews did not have a strong impact on the study
design.
Ethical Considerations
Mental health considerations. Students were asked questions pertaining to anxiety and
depression, and this may or may not have had lasting impacts. In order to address this, resource
lists were sent out to students with the survey, as well as contact information for the lead
researcher (myself) in case students had any questions or concerns. Resource lists were also
provided to students who completed the interview portion of the study. Students were also
directed to contact Laurier’s Wellness Centre if they were in immediate distress, however no
students expressed the need to do so.
Power dynamics. In the interviews with both students and community organizations I, as
a researcher, was in a position of power. It was important for me to be mindful of the questions I
was asking to students during the interviews. I made sure to gauge students’ comfort levels with
questions, and provided any additional information that they deemed necessary (for example,
about how research questions were developed and about my own positionality as a researcher).
Another ethical concern was in regard to the relationship between community
organizations and the university. The university has access to a lot of resources that are useful
and sometimes necessary to community organizations, which may have created a dynamic in
which community organizations were hesitant to critique the current service learning model. An
emphasis on creating a comfortable and trusting environment, while ensuring confidentiality,
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was ensured by confirming that only de-identified data would be passed on to the university, and
no information about specific organizations would be provided.
Confidentiality. Confidentiality during surveys was ensured by only linking participants
to their data through their personalized, de-identified Participant ID code. In order to ensure
confidentiality of interview participants, only anonymous quotations were included, and only
with participants’ consent. Confidentiality was ensured through making sure that quotations do
not reflect: activities specific to a particular community organization, personal details or
information, training practices that occur at a specific organization, information about
community members served at community organizations, information about location of
community placement, specific information about relationship with placement supervisor,
community events associated with a specific community organizations, identifiable traits about
students or community organizations, or any other information that is unique to a specific
community organization or student.
Quantitative Methods
Research Questions
Using quantitative measures, the first two research questions were explored:
1. What is the relationship between CSL participation and student sense of mattering?
2. What is the effect of this relationship on student mental health outcomes and community
service self-efficacy?
Hypotheses. Students in the CSL group were expected to have higher levels of mattering
than those in the non-CSL control group after completing their placements. CSL student levels of
positive mental health and community service self-efficacy were expected to increase, and levels
of depression, anxiety, and stress were expected to decrease after completing their CSL
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placement. After completing their placement, levels of positive mental health and community
service self-efficacy were also expected to be higher than those in the non-CSL control group.
Levels of stress, anxiety, and depression were expected to be lower than those in the non-CSL
control group.
Procedure
Quantitative data were collected during the Winter 2021 term. The first survey (Time
One) received responses from January 17, 2021 to February 12, 2021. The second survey (Time
Two) received responses from April 5, 2021 to April 14, 2021. Participants were able to
complete the surveys at any time during the respective windows, regardless of when they
completed the first survey. For the first survey, the majority of the students accessed the survey
through Laurier’s Psychology Research Experience Portal (PREP). These students were
compensated with 0.25 PREP credits, which is typical for an online survey. Any students taking
a course with a CSL component during the current semester were eligible to complete the study
as part of the CSL group. Any students completing a course with a PREP component (and who
were not participating in any CSL courses that semester) were eligible to participate as a member
of the control group. Additionally, the survey was sent out to students enrolled in CSL courses
through their student emails in an effort to increase recruitment. These emails included a link to
the survey. Students who were recruited to participate via email were compensated through entry
into a draw for one of three $50 gift cards. The PREP portal and survey link both directed
students to the same Qualtrics survey. At this point, students were shown a consent form for both
surveys and given the option to consent and continue with the study, or withdraw without
penalty. After consent was obtained, students were asked to create an anonymous Participant ID
code, in order to link their Time One and Time Two surveys. This ID code consisted of the first
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letter of each participant’s first name, the day of the month they were born, the first letter of their
middle name, and the first letter of the city/town they were born in. Participants were instructed
to enter “X” in place of their middle initial if they did not have a middle name. After entering
this code, students were taken to the survey, which included demographic information (for the
first survey only), and then measures of the variables of interest: civic engagement, mattering,
community service self-efficacy, positive mental health, stress, and anxiety and depression.
For the second survey, all students who completed the first survey were invited to
complete the second survey via email at the end of the term (April 2021). Students were
compensated for their participation with entry into a draw for one of three $50 gift cards. They
were provided with a link to a Qualtrics survey, where they completed follow-up measures of the
variables of interest. Students were provided with a resource sheet upon completion of each
survey.
Survey Participants
A total of 128 responses were received at Time One. A total of 10 cases were eliminated
for the following reasons: student switched from CSL to non-CSL group (one case removed),
insufficient responses (three cases removed), duplicated ID codes (two cases removed), and
invalid written responses that threatened the quality of the data (four cases removes). Insufficient
responses were characterized as any participant who failed to provide sufficient responses (i.e.,
missing values for an entire scale). In cases of missing data where participants chose to skip
certain items but fully answered the majority of the questions, this is indicated in the data tables
(i.e., if participants chose not to disclose their parents’ education, but completed the rest of the
survey in full, they were still included). Duplicated ID codes were eliminated from the dataset so
as not to have two sets of responses from one participant for one survey. The participants’ first
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entries were kept in the dataset. Invalid written responses were those that clearly indicated an
ingenuine ID code response to the survey (i.e., random letters typed into ID code box or other
open-ended response fields). A pre-survey sample size of 118 valid cases (22 CSL students and
96 non-CSL students) was used for analyses.
A total of fifty-five students completed the survey at Time Two. A total of nine responses
were removed for the following reasons: student switched from CSL to non-CSL group (one case
removed), insufficient responses (five cases removed), duplicated ID codes (one case removed),
and unmatchable participant ID (two cases removed). Insufficient responses and duplicated ID
codes followed the same criteria for elimination as indicated in the paragraph above.
Unmatchable participant IDs were those that were unable to be matched to a corresponding ID
entered by a participant in the pre-survey. A post-survey sample of 46 valid cases (nine CSL
students and 37 non-CSL students) was used for analyses, resulting in an attrition rate of 61%.
Demographics. Demographic information regarding participants’ age, sexual identity,
gender identity, ethnicity, parent’s education, and CSL participation were collected (See
Appendix A). These were used to examine any significant differences between the control group
and the CSL group before the CSL group completed their placements, as well as to examine any
significant differences in outcome variables based on demographic information. As this is a
quasi-experimental design, demographic information was important to the study to ensure that
the control and CSL groups were not significantly different before exposure to the program, in
this case, completing the CSL placement. There may have been existing differences between
students who chose to enrol in CSL and those who did not, and ensuring that the groups did not
have significant demographic differences helped mitigate the risk of pre-existing differences
accounting for any changes at the post-survey.
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Furthermore, in research documenting post-secondary student mental health, there is
often a focus on white, cisgender, middle-class students. It is imperative to collect demographics
to further our understanding of how students of varying demographic backgrounds experience
CSL courses, and ensure that their voices are represented in conversations about post-secondary
student mental health.
Measures
The variables of interest below were examined in this study:
Independent Variable. CSL Participation was measured by asking students to indicate
whether they: (1) were enrolled in at least one CSL course and had chosen to complete a
placement, (2) were enrolled in at least one CSL course but had opted not to complete a CSL
placement, or (3) were not enrolled in any CSL courses and were therefore not completing any
CSL placements. For the purposes of the analysis, responses were re-coded into two categories,
with students who chose to complete a CSL placement coded as the CSL group, and all students
who did not complete a placement re-coded as the non-CSL control group. Participation in CSL
was once again measured at the Time Two survey and verified to ensure students had completed
their placements.
Dependent Variables. Civic engagement was measured during both surveys in order to
help separate any changes that might be due to other community-based activities (See Appendix
B). Civic Engagement was measured using a social capital scale established by Winstanley et al.
(2008), which has twelve items including participation in student government, school clubs, and
team sports. The scale has moderate face validity, with several examples of activities that
students frequently participate in (Winstanley et al., 2008). Scores of 0 – 1 indicate low civic
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engagement, scores of 2 – 3 represent moderate civic engagement, and scores of four and above
indicating high civic engagement.
Mattering was evaluated using the General Mattering Scale (Marcus, 1991; See Appendix
C) to capture any changes in students’ sense of mattering. It consists of five items measured on a
5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 – Not at all to 5 – Very Much. This scale has strong internal
consistency, with a previously established Cronbach alpha score of .85 (Deforge & Barclay,
1997). The scale has been used in several studies exploring mattering in the post-secondary
student population (Dixon & Robinson Karpius, 2008; Flett & Nepon, 2020) and has high face
validity, including questions targeting how students are depended on by others (i.e., how they
can add value) and how much others value them.
Community service self-efficacy was assessed using the Community Service SelfEfficacy Scale (Reeb 1998; See Appendix D). This scale captured changes in self-efficacy
pertaining to students’ sense of their ability to contribute to their community, as well as their
ability to create future changes in their communities. It consists of 10 items measured on a 10point Likert scale, ranging from 1 – Quite Uncertain to 10 – Certain. This scale has been used in
previous studies regarding service learning programs, and was previously evaluated for internal
consistency, demonstrating a Cronbach’s alpha score of .93 (Bai, 2010). The scale has high
levels of validity, with a study assessing concurrent validity demonstrating that students who
participated in more service programs had higher levels of CSSE, and those with higher levels of
satisfaction within these programs had higher levels of CSSE (Reeb et al., 2010).
Positive mental health was measured through the Mental Health Continuum Short Form
(MHC) (Keyes, 2009; See Appendix E). This is a 14-item questionnaire measuring the frequency
at which students experience indicators of positive mental health, measured on a 6-point Likert
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scale from 0 – Never to 5 – Every day. Outcomes of the scale indicate levels of emotional,
psychological, and social well-being, with higher scores indicating an overall more positive
mental health. This scale has been evaluated for internal consistency, demonstrating an
established Cronbach’s alpha score of .91 and strong divergent validity from measures of anxiety
and depression (Luitjen et al., 2019).
Anxiety and depression were measured using the PHQ – 4: Four Item Patient Health
Questionnaire for Anxiety and Depression (PHQ – 4) (Kronenke et al., 2009; See Appendix F).
This is a four item questionnaire examining frequency of feelings of anxiety and depression over
the past two weeks. Answers were measured on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 – Not at all
to 3 – Nearly every day, with higher scores indicating higher levels of anxiety and/or depression.
The items in this scale were selected from validated screening questions for anxiety and
depression (Kroenke et al., 2009). This scale has been evaluated for sensitivity to change over
time and internal consistency, with validation trials demonstrating Cronbach’s alpha scores
ranging from .80 to .90 (Kroenke et al., 2016).
Stress was measured using the Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983; See Appendix
G), a 10 item scale regarding the frequency of feelings of stress within the past month. It is
measured on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 – Never to 4 – Very often, with higher scores
indicating higher levels of perceived stress. This scale has been evaluated for internal
consistency, with one review finding that 12 studies using the 10 item Perceived Stress Scale
obtained a Cronbach’s alpha score of at least .78, and has moderate criterion validity, associated
with other mental health outcomes such as anxiety (Lee, 2012).
Scale Variables. Scale variables were created for each participant at both Time One and
Time Two. The Civic Engagement Scale variable was calculated by coding participants’
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responses to each of the twelve civic engagement activities as “Yes = 1” or “No = 0”, and then
calculating the sum of their answers. It should be noted that although the scale includes a
thirteenth open-response question (“Other: Please Specify”), the vast majority of the sample did
not complete this question. Of the few participants who did answer, most included inaccurate
forms of civic engagement (i.e., “working out at home”). The scale was therefore calculated
using only the first twelve questions, and the thirteenth question was eliminated.
The Mattering Scale variable was calculated by summing students’ self-indicated
responses on a scale of 1 – 5. The PHQ – 4 scale variable was calculated by summing students’
responses on a scale of 0 – 3. The Perceived Stress Scale variable was created by first reverse
coding students’ responses to items 4, 5, 7, and 8 of the scale (see Appendix F), and then
summing the scale. The CSSE Scale variable was calculated by summing students’ self-indicated
responses to the questions on a scale of 1 – 10. The Mental Health Continuum Scale variable was
calculated by summing students’ responses on a scale of 0 – 5.
Change over time variables were created by subtracting the score of each outcome
variable at the Time One survey from the score at the Time Two survey for each individual
participant (i.e., a participant’s Time One Perceived Stress Score was subtracted from their Time
Two Perceived Stress Score). These were created for each of the following variables: civic
engagement, mattering, community service self-efficacy, positive mental health (MHC), anxiety
and depression (PHQ – 4), and stress.
Data Analysis
All data analysis took place on SPSS Version 27.
Demographic Predictors
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To ensure there were no differences in demographic characteristics that predicted
whether or not students would complete the Time Two survey, Chi-square analyses were
performed. CSL participation was also included in these analyses. Chi-square analyses were also
run to assess demographic differences between CSL and non-CSL groups in students who
completed both surveys. Only students who completed both surveys were considered in the rest
of the analyses.
Baseline levels of variables of interest
Independent samples t-tests were used to compare levels of the variables of interest
between CSL and non-CSL groups at Time One in order to assess if there were any existing
differences that could have influenced the outcome of the Time Two analyses. Independent ttests were also conducted at Time Two to see if there were any differences between the groups
after the CSL students had completed their placements.
Change within groups
Paired samples t-tests were run on CSL and non-CSL groups separately in order to see if
there were any changes in the variables of interest from Time One to Time Two. The change
over time variables (as described above) were also used to run correlations to assess whether the
changes in the variables were related to each other. Finally, correlations of all of the variables of
interest at Time Two (i.e., only the students’ scale scores at Time Two) were run in order to
explore any relationships between mattering and the other variables of interest.
Qualitative Methods
Research Questions
In addition to more deeply exploring the first two research questions, the interview
portion of this study also addressed the following question:
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3. What best practices within CSL placements can be identified in order to promote student
mental health and mattering?
In order to address these questions, interviews were conducted with six CSL students to
explore factors that facilitate a mattering relationship between students and their community
organizations, student perceptions of best practices within CSL placements, and aspects of the
CSL placements that impacted their mental health. Interviews were also conducted with
placement supervisors from 14 community organizations (i.e., community groups where students
completed their CSL placements) in order to gain insight as to how community organizations
view student placements. Interviews were conducted with one community leader (i.e., staff
member) from each organization.
Interview Participants
Student interview participants were recruited via email. Initially, only students who had
participated in both surveys were invited to participate. This did not allow for an adequate
sample size, so recruitment was opened to include any students who had completed a CSL
placement during the Winter 2021 semester. A sample of six students were interviewed. Four of
the students self-identified as BIPOC. Other demographic information was not collected from
interview participants. Student participants were selected through convenience sampling, with
those replying first being scheduled first.
Community organizations that had recently, or were currently, supporting CSL students were
invited to participate via email. A sample of 14 community organizations were selected via
convenience sampling; those who replied to the email first were scheduled first. Community
organizations served a variety of communities, including new immigrants, BIPOC communities,
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older adults, children with developmental disabilities, and people experiencing homelessness.
Demographic information was not collected from community organization leaders.
Interview Development
The development of interview questions was guided by the Tourangeau-Rasinski model
(Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988) which allows for reflexivity in the development of research
questions. This includes anticipating how well participants will be able to comprehend the
question, reflecting on what kind of memories they will need to access in order to answer the
question, and exploring whether the response was well thought out rather than impulsive (Grant,
Rohr, & Grant, 2012).
CSL Student Interviews. Interviews of students in the CSL group followed the attached
interview guide (See Appendix J). Each topic was tailored to capture a different portion of the
research question. Topic one explored where students completed their CSL placement and the
impact they felt they had. Questions referred to their responsibilities, interactions they had with
the community, and whether they felt that their work influenced the broader community.
Topic two examined the constructs of mattering and the implications of CSL in more
detail. More specifically, questions four and five were informed by the General Mattering Scale
(Marcus, 1991), referencing whether students felt they were depended on, and whether they felt
they were valued. Question six was informed by implications from Gonsalves et al.’s 2019 paper
on feelings of self-efficacy in CSL students, referencing whether they felt they had an
opportunity to use or develop skills or talents at their placement.
Topic three broadly asked about mental health in order to allow for a variety of
responses from students. Questions referred to whether students enjoyed their time at their
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placements, any challenges they experienced, and what they felt the impact of the placement was
on their mental health.
Topic four includes more specific questions to identify potential best practices that
promote the mental health of students participating in CSL. Questions refer to training and
supports that students may have received, whether they felt adequately prepared, and how the
placement may have influenced their stress.
Interviews with Community Organizations. Development of the questions for
community organization interviews followed the method outlined above, culminating in a guide
including six different topics (See Appendix H).
The first half of the interview explored the direct impact of CSL on students. Topic one
focused on the community organization itself, with questions targeted toward what activities
students completed during their placements, and whether these tasks helped students to better
understand the communities served by the organization. Topic two explored the organization’s
experience with CSL students, with questions exploring any benefits or challenges experienced.
Topic three explored CSL student mattering, and whether students were able to make meaningful
contributions to the organization.
The second half of the interview focused on how student experiences could continue to
be successful, and offered time for community organizations to contribute any other information
they felt was relevant. Topic four explored best practices within CSL. Questions addressed areas
of improvement that existed between the organization and CSL students, as well as between the
organization and the university. Topic five allowed for additional input from the community
organizations. Organizations were asked whether they felt that the questions accurately explored
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their experience with CSL students, and they were invited to share any other information that
they felt was necessary to accurately portray the relationship.
Procedure
CSL student interviews took place at the end of the Winter 2021 semester, from May 21,
2021 to June 8, 2021. Contrary to the community organization interviews, the time frame of the
student interviews allowed for students to refer specifically to placements which were completed
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Students received compensation in the form of a $20 online gift
card, with their choice of retailer.
Community organization interviews took place during the Fall 2020 semester, with
interviews taking place from November 6, 2020 to December 9, 2020. This timeline was selected
in order to ensure that data collection was feasible within the timeline of the study. Community
organizations referred to CSL placements that had taken place prior to the COVID-19 pandemic
(i.e., in-person placements) as well as placements that had taken place online. Community
organization leaders did not receive compensation for completing interviews.
After participants were scheduled to be interviewed, they were sent a consent form which
had to be signed and returned before the interview began. Following Laurier’s ethical guidelines,
all interviews were conducted through the Microsoft Teams platform, as questions pertained to
Level Three confidentiality (questions regarding personal mental health). Interviews ranged in
duration from 20 to 45 minutes in length.
Accessibility was ensured through offering live closed-captioning to participants as
needed, and sending interview questions in advance if requested. No participants in either group
indicated the need for an alternate platform. Only the audio was recorded from interviews. After
interviews were completed, the audio was uploaded to a secure OneDrive folder to be
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transcribed. Interviews were transcribed directly into documents within the secure OneDrive
folder. Audio files were deleted after being transcribed.
Data Analysis
Reflexivity. In order to ensure that my positionality did not influence the way that I
interpreted interview results, I included space at the end of my interviews for participants to
share any feedback that they had about the interview questions, and whether they had any
additional experiences that they would like to share. The vast majority of participants indicated
that the questions were reflective of their experiences with CSL programs. Any participants who
wished to share additional feedback were also able to do so, and these experiences were included
in the analyses. Double coding interviews, as outlined in more detail below, also helped to ensure
that any themes I might have missed due to perceiving them based on my own social experiences
were limited. Reflexivity was incorporated into the analysis process by reflecting on how my
own experiences within CSL and as a researcher looking to explore the positive impacts of CSL
could influence the way that results were interpreted. I made sure that all of the experiences
mentioned were taken into consideration throughout the analysis process.
Establishing Quality of the Data. Qualitative interviews were analyzed using thematic
analysis. The quality of the thematic analysis for the interviews was established using the 15point guide established by Braun and Clarke (2015). This guide includes criteria for every step of
analysis, ranging from transcription, to coding, to the final written document. Criteria include
consistency between method and analysis, generation of themes from multiple examples, and
assured accuracy of transcription. Following these criteria ensured the quality of the analysis,
while taking advantage of the benefits of thematic analysis, including flexibility and generating
unanticipated insight.
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Thematic Analysis. Thematic analysis steps included becoming familiar with the data
through transcribing and reviewing interviews, generating initial codes, identifying themes
within these codes, reviewing which themes were the most consistent and relevant, then defining
and naming themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Becoming familiar with the data included
transcribing and reviewing interviews, making sure to take initial notes on what was being
described by participants. Generating initial codes involved both inductive analysis (i.e.,
identifying any consistent remarks between participants that emerged organically) and deductive
analysis (i.e., identifying any consistent remarks between participants that were expected from
the interview questions and topic). Identifying themes within these codes involved reviewing any
recurring topics of discussion among the participants, and identifying how these topics were in
line with one another. Defining and naming themes involved exploring what was being described
by participants within each theme and ensuring that these remarks were consistent, and
identifying the key data that were shared by participants through these themes.
Interview groups were coded separately. Student interviews were influenced by the
findings of the quantitative surveys, and from the community organization interviews.
Community organization interviews were coded relatively independently from the other data, as
these were collected earliest during the study and were not used to explore the quantitative data
in the same way that student interviews were. Ultimately, findings from the groups influenced
each other and culminated in identifying overlap and common themes between both groups.
The coding process followed both inductive and deductive approaches. The interviews
utilized a deductive approach through the use of structed interview questions, targeted to explore
specific aspects of students’ sense of mattering and mental health, as well as CSL best practices.
Data from student interviews were also analysed according to the findings of the quantitative

CSL, MATTERING, AND STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH

46

data, to explore what may have contributed to the relationship (or lack thereof) between CSL
participation and mattering in this specific context. Allowing for additional inductive findings to
emerge organically, even if not originally anticipated when the questions were created (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), allowed for a more well-rounded examination of the interview data. This
approach was especially important given the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, as many
spontaneous reflections regarding the impact of the pandemic occurred. Using a combination of
inductive and deductive approaches allowed for structure to be provided to findings from the
research questions, while ensuring that findings could still emerge organically from interview
data (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Ultimately, analysis was broadly guided by the initial
research questions, as well as a strong theoretical focus on mattering and critical service learning
within the interviews.
Double Coding Process. Two interviews from the sample (one student interview and one
community partner interview) were double coded with another graduate student in the
Community Psychology program. Background information was provided surrounding key
concepts of the study (i.e., study information, summary of literature regarding student mental
health and mattering). Both researchers coded the interviews independently before meeting to
discuss codes and themes that emerged.
While exploring student interviews, there was general agreement surrounding the themes
that emerged. Both researchers observed themes regarding: stress, impact on mental health, lack
of training, impact of COVID-19, and supports/best practices. Researchers used an inductive
coding process in this phase of the study in order to capture any themes which emerged
organically. There were three instances where themes differed slightly between coders that were
subsequently discussed and resolved. For example, the second researcher observed a theme
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regarding the “perceived impact of work”, which included data discussing the students’ feelings
of “helping” the program, and whether they were needed to support the program. After
discussion, the researchers followed a deductive approach in order to better interpret interview
findings within the goals of the study. The researchers agreed that this was aligned with the
theme of mattering (i.e., the perceived value of their work), and these data could be coded under
mattering instead. One theme that provided a source of discussion was the theme of
“expectations”. One researcher coded all cases of students discussing unmet expectations as a
sub-theme of COVID-19, implying that students’ expectations were not met due to the changes
that occurred to CSL during the pandemic. However, the second researcher noted that
expectations could be referring to how the placement was described to students before they
began, regardless of the implications of the pandemic. The researchers agreed that these should
be two different codes, and therefore two expectation codes were created – one as a sub-theme of
COVID-19 implications, and one as a sub-theme of best practices and supports. Ultimately, there
were no unresolved disagreements between the researchers.
While exploring community organization interviews, there was once again a general
agreement surrounding the themes that emerged. Both researchers observed themes regarding:
connection with community, impacts of COVID-19, and impact of the CSL program on
community (which was more specifically agreed to be related to mattering). While citing similar
data samples, one researcher identified a theme as “organization capacity”, with the other
identified it as “responsibilities of CSL students”. Data examples discussed what students did at
their placements (i.e., supporting programs, creating resources). The researchers ultimately
agreed that while these were responsibilities of the students, they ultimately supported the
organization, and were related to other codes under the “organization capacity” theme, such as
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having consistent volunteers for programs, and students being necessary for certain programs to
run. Ultimately, there were no unresolved disagreements between the researchers.
Quantitative Results
Time One Analyses – Establishing Baseline Characteristics and Differences within the
Sample
Demographics – All Participants
Due to the high number of participants who dropped out of the study, chi-square analyses
were performed to the ensure there were not any demographic differences that may have
predicted whether or not students would complete the second survey. There were not any
differences between those who completed only the first versus both surveys, with all analyses
having non-significant results, with p values ranging from .062 to .837 (See Table 1). Although
differences in sexual identity approached significance, both groups maintained a higher number
of students who were straight than who had other sexual identities, and this was not expected to
impact a students’ likelihood to continue to participate in the study. Therefore, it can be assumed
that neither demographic differences nor participation in CSL significantly impacted study
participation. While it is important to consider that the small sample size may have limited the
ability of the analyses to show significant differences, it was still assumed that any such
differences would not have a large impact on the results of the study.
Table 1
Time One Characteristics of all participants: Those who completed both surveys (n= 46) and
those who did not (N = 72)
Variable
Age
Sexual Identity a

Category
18 – 19
20 +
Straight

Total %
Both Surveys
(118)
% (46)
65 (77)
59 (27)
35 (41)
41 (19)
86 (100)
78 (35)

Dropped
Out % (72)
69 (50)
31 (22)
90 (65)

Chi-square
p value
.232
.062
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Gender Identity a
Ethnicity
Parent’s Education
(1) (i.e., Father) a

Parent’s Education
(2)
(i.e., Mother) a

CSL Participation
a

Other Sexual
Identities
Woman
Man
White
BIPOC
Started or
completed
elementary or
high school
Started or
completed postsecondary
education
Started or
completed
elementary or
high school
Started or
completed postsecondary
education
Yes
No
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14 (17)

22 (10)

10 (7)

91 (107)
9 (10)
63 (74)
37 (44)
18(21)

96 (43)
4 (2)
70 (32)
30 (14)
22 (10)

89 (64)
11 (8)
68 (42)
42 (30)
15 (11)

82 (95)

78 (35)

85 (60)

22 (24)

20 (9)

22 (15)

78 (87)

79 (35)

78 (52)

19 (22)
81 (96)

20 (9)
80(37)

18 (13)
82 (59)

.210
.218
.359

.809

.837

at least one participant did not complete this measure, affecting final counts

Demographics – Participants who completed both surveys
The rest of the analyses were only performed with students who completed both surveys
(n = 46). Chi-square analyses were run to compare whether there were any significant
demographic differences between those who completed CSL placements and those who did not
(see Table 2). Interpretations of analyses took the small sample size into account.
Demographic analyses found that there were no significant differences among CSL and
non-CSL students at the beginning of the study, apart from age. Participants’ ages ranged from
18 to 28. While participants in the CSL group were mostly over the age of 20, participants in the
non-CSL group were mostly between the ages of 18 – 19. Although the cut-off between groups
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was only one year, and was not expected to have a large impact on the study, age was taken into
consideration in analyses below as needed.
In terms of sexual identity, the majority of participants in both groups identified as
straight. An important demographic to note was the participants’ gender identity – nearly all of
the students (96 percent) in the study were women. Although more detailed information on
gender identity was captured by the survey (including transgender identity), no participants
selected these options. Therefore, only cisgender identities were included in the table below.
The majority of the students in both groups identified as white (69 percent). For the
purposes of the analyses, BIPOC identities (31 percent) were analysed as one group. There were
no significant differences in parent’s education among the sample, with the majority of
participants having one or more parents who started or completed post-secondary education.
Table 2
Demographic Characteristics of participants who completed both surveys: those who were
enrolled in CSL (n = 9) and those who were not (n = 37)
Variable
Age
Sexual Identity a
Gender Identity a
Ethnicity
Parent’s Education
(1) (i.e., Father) a

Category
18 – 19
20 +
Straight
Other Sexual
Identities
Woman
Man
White
BIPOC
Started or
completed
elementary or
high school
Started or
completed postsecondary
education

Total %
(46)
59 (27)
41 (19)
78 (35)
22 (10)

CSL % (9)

Non-CSL % (37)

p

11 (1)
89 (8)
67 (6)
33 (3)

70 (26)
30 (11)
81(29)
19 (7)

.001***

96 (43)
4 (2)
69 (32)
31 (14)
22 (10)

100 (9)
0 (0)
56 (5)
44 (4)
0 (0)

94 (34)
6 (2)
73 (27)
27 (10)
27 (10)

.469

78 (35)

100 (8)

73 (27)

.370

.308
.095
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Parent’s Education
(2)
(i.e., Mother) a

a

Started or
completed
elementary or
high school
Started or
completed postsecondary
education
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21 (9)

25 (2)

19 (7)

79 (35)

75 (6)

81 (29)

.725

at least one participant did not complete this measure, affecting final counts

***p < .001.
Baseline Levels of Variables of Interest
Independent t-tests were conducted in order to ensure there were no significant
differences in average levels of the variables of interest between the CSL and non-CSL groups at
the time of the first survey (see Table 3), in order to observe any significant differences which
may have impacted the survey results at Time Two.
There were no significant differences between CSL and non-CSL groups in terms of the
variables of interest at Time One. In terms of civic engagement, CSL students demonstrated a
mean score of 1.11 and non-CSL students demonstrated a mean score of 1.34, reflecting that the
sample had low levels of civic engagement (Winstanley et al., 2008). Community service selfefficacy scores were relatively high across both groups, with CSL and non-CSL students having
a mean score of 88.67 and 78.73 out of a possible 100. CSL students had slightly higher scores
than non-CSL students, implying that they may have had higher levels of belief that they could
effect change in their communities at the outset of the study. Mattering scores were relatively
lower than average, with a mean score of 12.78 for CSL students and 13.27 for non-CSL
students. Typical scores for post-secondary students would fall closer to a mean of 15 (Flett,
2018). This indicates that the participants may have only felt somewhat important to others
(DeForge & Barclay, 1997). Perceived stress scores were somewhat elevated, with CSL and non-
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CSL groups demonstrating mean scores of 24.22 and 23.30, respectively. These scores reflect a
moderate level of stress among the participants, approaching the cut-off of 26 for a high level of
stress (Cohen, et al., 1983). The sample also displayed a moderate level of anxiety and
depression, with mean PHQ – 4 scores of 7.89 for CSL students and 6.36 for non-CSL students,
out of a possible score of 12 (Kroenke et al., 2009).
Given the small sample size, it is important to consider variables which approached
significance. Although the whole sample displayed somewhat average scores on the MHC, nonCSL students had slightly higher positive mental health scores (M = 41.42) than CSL students
(M = 35.20). However, these scores both reflect an experience of each facet of positive mental
health (i.e., a feeling of happiness) an average of 1-3 times per week (Keyes, 2010).
Ultimately, results showed that at the time of the first survey, students were already
displaying high levels of community service self-efficacy and stress, average levels of mattering,
positive mental health, and anxiety and depression, and low levels of civic engagement.
Table 3
Time One Survey - Independent t-test of Variables of Interest (n=46)
Variable
Civic
Engagement a
Community
Service SelfEfficacy
Mattering
Perceived Stress
Mental Health
Continuum a

Group
CSL

n
9

M
1.11

SD
1.05

t
-.427

p
.672

Non-CSL
CSL

35
9

1.34
88.67

1.53
9.50

1.64

.109

Non-CSL
CSL
Non-CSL
CSL
Non-CSL
CSL

37
9
37
9
37
9

78.73
12.78
13.27
24.22
23.30
33.00

17.45
2.44
3.12
4.79
6.50
10.17

-.440

.662

.40

.691

-1.83

.074

Non-CSL

35

41.42

12.78
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PHQ – 4
(Anxiety and
Depression) a

CSL

Non-CSL
a
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9

7.89

2.57

36

6.36

3.22

1.32

.194

at least one participant did not fully complete this measure, affecting final counts

Time Two Analyses – Exploring the relationship between CSL, Mattering, and Mental
Health
Time Two analyses were run in order to explore the first and second research questions
of the study, examining the relationship between CSL and student sense of mattering, and the
effect of this relationship on student mental health.
Differences Between Groups
Independent t-tests were conducted in order to see if there were any significant
differences between the CSL and non-CSL groups at the end of the semester (i.e., after the CSL
group had completed their placements) (See Table 4).
Again, there were no significant differences between CSL and non-CSL groups in terms
of the variables of interest at Time Two. As indicated in the table below, levels of community
service self-efficacy (CSSE) and stress remained high. Mattering, positive mental health, and
anxiety and depression remained moderate, and civic engagement remained low.
It is once again important to note that perceived stress scores approached significance.
CSL students had higher perceived stress scores (M = 26.22) than non-CSL students (M =
21.81), with the difference strongly approaching significance. Changes in these variables within
the groups are discussed in more detail below.
Table 4
Time Two Survey - Independent t-test of Variables of Interest based on CSL Participation (n=46)
Variable

Group

n

M

SD

t

p

CSL, MATTERING, AND STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH
Civic
Engagement a
Community
Service SelfEfficacy
Mattering
Perceived Stress
Mental Health
Continuum a
PHQ – 4
(Anxiety and
Depression)
a

CSL

54

7

1.57

1.81

.169

.867

Non-CSL
CSL

37
9

1.46
89.33

1.57
8.52

1.58

.121

Non-CSL
CSL
Non-CSL
CSL
Non-CSL
CSL

37
9
37
9
37
9

79.92
13.67
13.59
26.22
21.81
34.89

17.23
1.32
3.10
4.58
6.16
13.68

.068

.946

2.01

.051

-1.54

.130

Non-CSL
CSL

35
9

43.17
8.67

14.54
2.74

1.68

.101

Non-CSL

37

6.65

3.43

at least one participant did not fully complete this measure, affecting final counts

Change within Groups
Paired samples t-tests were run in order to analyze the changes that occurred over time
within each group (CSL and non-CSL). As missing values were excluded by pair, some mean
values may be slightly different than those listed above. CSL students did not show any
significant changes in the variables of interest between their Time One and Time Two scores
(see Table 5), indicating that their participation in CSL did not seem to impact their scores.
Table 5
CSL Students – Paired samples t-test of variables of interest (n = 9)
Variable
Civic
Engagement a
Community
Service SelfEfficacy
Mattering

Time
Time One

n

M
7

.86

SD
1.07

t
-1.26

p
.253

Time Two
Time One

7
9

1.57
88.67

1.81
9.50

-.213

.837

Time Two
Time One

9
9

89.33
12.78

8.52
2.44

-1.51

.169
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Perceived Stress
Mental Health
Continuum
PHQ – 4
(Anxiety and
Depression)
a

55

Time Two
Time One
Time Two
Time One

9
9
9
9

13.67
24.22
26.22
33.00

1.32
4.79
4.57
10.17

Time Two
Time One

9
9

34.89
7.89

13.68
2.57

Time Two

9

8.67

2.74

-1.26

.244

-.57

.587

-.96

.367

at least one participant did not fully complete this measure, affecting final counts
Non-CSL students also did not display any significant differences between their Time

One and Time Two scores (See Table 6). Perceived stress approached significance, with mean
scores being slightly lower at Time Two.
Table 6
Non-CSL Students – Paired samples t-test of variables of interest (n = 37)
Variable
Civic
Engagement a
Community
Service SelfEfficacy
Mattering
Perceived Stress
Mental Health
Continuum a
PHQ – 4
(Anxiety and
Depression)
a

Time
Time One

n
35

M
1.34

SD
1.53

Time Two
Time One

35
37

1.43
78.73

1.61
17.49

Time Two
Time One
Time Two
Time One
Time Two
Time One

37
37
37
37
37
35

79.92
13.27
13.59
23.30
21.81
41.06

17.23
3.12
3.10
6.50
6.16
12.78

Time Two
Time One

35
37

43.17
6.36

14.54
3.23

Time Two

37

6.65

3.43

t
-.34

p
.734

-.69

.497

-.850

.401

1.81

.079

-1.67

.105

-.54

.590

at least one participant did not fully complete this measure, affecting final counts

Change over Time among the Entire Sample
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Although no significant differences were found between Time One and Time Two scores,
correlations were run with the entire sample (CSL and non-CSL) to see if there were any
relationships between the changes that did occur in the outcome variables (see Table 7).
Correlations were run using the Change over Time variables outlined above. There was a
significant, negative relationship between Mattering and Perceived Stress r(44) = -.43, p < .001,
indicating that an increase in mattering was related to a decrease in stress.
Table 7
Correlations – Change over Time in Outcome Variables (All students)
Variable

CSL

CSL
Participation
Civic
Engagement
CSSES
Mattering
Perceived
Stress
MHC
PHQ - 4

1.00

Civic
Engagement

Community
Service SelfEfficacy

Mattering

Perceived
Stress

.13

1.00

-.02
.10
.27

-.32
-.19
-.18

1.00
.08
.10

1.00
-.43**

1.00

.00
.06

-.17
-.17

.04
.17

.22
-.24

-.21
.52**

MHC

PHQ- 4

1.00
-.11

1.00

** p < .01.
Mattering
Although no significant relationship was found between CSL participation and sense of
mattering, past literature suggests a relationship between mattering and student mental health
(Flett et al., 2012; Flett et al., 2019). Although the second research question originally sought to
explore mattering’s impact on mental health through its relationship with CSL, there was still an
opportunity to explore whether mattering had an independent relationship with student mental
health. Therefore, correlations were also run in order to explore the relationship between levels
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of mattering and mental health outcome variables at Time Two among the entire sample (see
Table 8). Correlations were run using the Time Two Scale variables (students’ scores for each
variable at Time Two) as there were no significant changes found in mattering scores from Time
One to Time Two.
There was a significant, negative relationship between mattering and perceived stress
r(44) = -.46, p < .001, indicating that higher levels of mattering were related to lower levels of
perceived stress. There was also a significant, positive relationship between mattering and MHC
scores, r(44) = .70, p < .001, indicating that higher levels of mattering were related to higher
levels of positive mental health. Finally, there was a significant, negative relationship between
mattering and PHQ – 4 scores, r(44) = -.41, p < .001, indicating that higher levels of mattering
were associated with lower levels of anxiety and depression.
Table 8
Correlations – Outcome Variables at Time Two (All students)
Variable

CSL

CSL
Participation
Civic
Engagement
CSSES
Mattering
Perceived
Stress
MHC
PHQ - 4

1.00

Civic
Engagement

Community
Service SelfEfficacy

Mattering

Perceived
Stress

.03

1.00

.23
.01
.29

.17
.13
.01

1.00
.22
-.13

1.00
-.46**

1.00

-.23
.25

.00
.06

.28
.01

.70**
-.41**

-.65**
.76**

MHC

PHQ- 4

1.00
-.64**

1.00

** p < .01.
Qualitative Results
Exploring Student Perceptions of the Relationship between CSL and Mattering
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In exploring the first research question on the relationship between CSL participation and
a sense of mattering, the survey results found that the sample did not experience any significant
changes in mattering as a result of participating in CSL. To further investigate this first research
question, it was important to investigate a) how CSL students perceived the relationship between
CSL participation and their sense of mattering (i.e., their ability to make meaningful
contributions to their placement) and how this may relate to the quantitative findings, and b) if
their perception of CSL and mattering may have been impacted by completing their placements
virtually. To investigate the third research question regarding best practices, interviews also
explored what best practices within CSL placements can be identified in order to promote
student mental health and mattering.
As there was no relationship found from the first research question, we cannot fully
investigate the second research question, which sought to explore the effects of the relationship
between CSL and mattering on mental health. However, when exploring the impact of mattering
itself, there were significant relationships found between levels of mattering and levels of mental
health outcome variables. Therefore, it remains important to explore how mattering was related
to mental health among CSL students. Themes which emerged from the data are explored below
(See Appendix J).
Impact of COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic had significant impacts on the ways in which students were
able to complete their placements. The students completed a mix of tasks for placements, with
some still interacting with community members virtually, and some completing fully remote
work (i.e., independent research projects) for community organizations.
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Students expressed mixed feelings about completing virtual placements. Some students,
primarily those who still interacted directly with community members (i.e., through Zoom calls),
felt that they enjoyed their placement and were able to make meaningful contributions. These
students often discussed connections that they made with individuals – that is, having face-toface interactions with the community members that their organization served, albeit online.
Students completing remote work (i.e., independent research projects) still noted how the
placement was a meaningful experience, as long as they felt that the work they were doing was
going to be used to make impacts in the community. However, some felt that the virtual
environment limited their ability to see the impact of the work that they were doing, and that they
felt disconnected from the communities that they were completing work with/for. Even those
who felt their remote research work was meaningful expressed that they missed the experience of
working with community members directly.
Overall, students expressed that the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on their
placement experience and the activities that were available for them to complete with the
organization. For example, one student noted that “normally we would be helping with the
activities, but of course we weren't able to be there with the students, even the facilitator wasn't
actually physically there with the students, so it was definitely different” (Student Interview #2).
Mattering and the Ability to Contribute to Community
Mattering encompasses the need to feel valued by and add value to one’s community
(Prilleltensky, 2019). Although students frequently mentioned that they felt valued by the
community organizations that they worked with, they had mixed opinions on whether they felt
they were needed at their placements. Furthermore, although many students generally expressed
that they felt appreciated at their placements, there was often a disconnect as to whether they felt

CSL, MATTERING, AND STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH

60

as though they actually added valuable contributions to the organization they were working with.
Although students often expressed that they felt work they did was important, some could not see
the direct impact of it, with one student stating "I mean, I like to think that what I created helped
people, but I can't say that I directly saw any impact" (Student Interview #5). Distance work was
mentioned to be fulfilling, as long as it was something that would have a meaningful impact on
the community, with one student explaining:
I felt valuable at the placement because I knew that I was doing meaningful research. I
knew that by doing this research and bringing awareness to these issues and problems in
our own community, it was something I felt really good about, and I felt really valuable
being there (Student Interview #3).
Research-based tasks were seen as a way for students to promote social change if the
student felt that there would be meaningful applications of their work. For students working with
community members directly (although virtually), having one-on-one connections was important
– students who had the opportunity to connect with small groups or individuals expressed that
this made them feel happy and fulfilled, and they felt they were able to see the impact of their
work. One student mentioned that:
As the weeks go by that you're in the placement, you kind of see the impact you have on
the kids, and just their progress so far along in the semester, and you just kind of smile,
because you did that, you know? (Student Interview #6).
Alternatively, students who did not get to work one-on-one with community members, but were
only observing or facilitating technological support, did not feel as needed. One participant
noted:
It’s difficult in all honesty, to see the impact because like I said, I wasn't working with the
kids, it was kind of just me sitting there and watching them. So it didn't really feel as
meaningful as some of the other opportunities that I've experienced in the past (Student
Interview #2).
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These students also expressed that although they may have felt helpful, they felt that their
contributions were not always important to the success of the program. One student mentioned "I
would say that no, no one really [depended on me]. We’ve definitely helped but the program
could have run without us" (Student Interview #2).
The Mental Health Impact of Community Placements
Again, students expressed mixed opinions on whether they felt their mental health was
impacted by the placement. Some had neutral opinions on whether the placement experience
impacted their mental health, and referred more commonly to the impacts of the placement on
their stress (explored below) than to any comments specifically regarding negative mental health
impacts such as anxiety and depression.
Students’ experiences of positive mental health were often related to their feelings of
being able to help others through their work. Students expressed the desire to make a difference
in their communities and to help others, and often related this to happiness. One student stated
that "as long as I made any sort of positive difference I'd be happy" (Student Interview #5).
Similar sentiments were expressed among the other participants, with another student noting that
"I would say the helping aspect definitely helped my mental health" (Student Interview #6).
Experiencing positive emotions was also expressed by students, with one student mentioning
how "knowing students were excited to see me and I felt welcomed, a part of that did boost my
confidence and put me in a better state" (Student Interview #4).
Some students who expressed a positive mental health benefit also mentioned that they
had extended, or expressed an interest in extending, their placement beyond the hours required
for their courses. The students who felt like they supported programs, but did not necessarily
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make any significant contributions, often expressed that the placement did not have any
significant impact on their mental health.
The Stress of Additional Academic Time Commitments
The most frequently mentioned stressor for students was the time commitment of the
placement, and balancing the placement with the other academic and extracurricular demands
that they had. One student also experienced time zone differences, which made attending the
placement challenging. Students found the time commitment to be the more stressful aspect of
the placement, rather than the tasks they had to complete as a part of their placement. One
student explained that:
I was a little stressed just because I - it wasn't that stressful throughout the week, it wasn't
a constant stress, but on the day that I had my placement I was just a little stressed
because I knew that I had to take two hours out of my day to attend the session and I
might not be able to work on other assignments - so even losing two hours was very
impactful (Student Interview #3).
Although perceptions of organizations were generally positive, one student noted how their
supervisors “weren’t really being sympathetic and trying to understand that I still am a student
doing my undergrad” (Student Interview #4). Other stressors for students included the emotional
impact of some of the reflection questions they had to complete in class, or the stress of doing
something wrong or answering questions incorrectly while at their placement.
CSL Best Practices From the Student Perspective
Training and preparation
Several students mentioned that there was limited training provided by their placement,
with most mentioning that some additional training would have been helpful (i.e., providing
examples of tasks to be completed). One student also expressed frustration that the placement
was not what they had expected, and that this expectation made the time commitment more
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stressful, as the skills they were using were not those that they expected to grow through the
placement, and they felt their time could have been better used on other tasks.
Supports
Students generally felt very well-supported by the CSL coordinators, and mentioned that
they were offered resources by the CSL coordinators and felt like they could ask about any
questions or concerns that they had. Students had mixed opinions on the support that they
received from the community organizations they worked with. While the majority of students felt
supported and appreciated by the organizations that they worked with, some expressed that they
felt hesitant about whether they could approach their placement supervisor if they had issues or
concerns.
Generally, students felt that additional supports for CSL students would be helpful,
specifically regarding mental health and stress. Student placements covered a variety of topics,
ranging from mental health promotion groups to researching gendered/sexual violence. Students
understood the importance of this work, but also reflected that this work can have an emotional
impact on the students themselves. Students generally agreed that more supports for students
who were affected emotionally by the placement and course experiences should be available.
One student noted:
Yeah, maybe they could say something when - the introductory class is about how to
register for a placement, how to pick a placement...I don't remember them saying
anything about 'If you have any discomfort based on this, feel free to reach out', and I
think that looking back, that would be a good thing to add. Because I'm sure that at least a
few other people experienced discomfort or extreme emotions based on what they were
doing (Student Interview #6).
Additionally, students mentioned that they felt that their placement supervisors would
have been receptive if they had asked for help, but they felt nervous about actually asking for it.
One student mentioned that:
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I would feel sort of alone, I would be afraid to reach out, so just - just the supervisor
making sure that students know that they could reach out and they're there to help, could
be something that could be improved on I think (Student Interview #3).
Explicit supports, and encouragement to access them, were things in which many
students indicated interest.
Community Organization Perceptions of CSL
Interviews with community organization leaders were primarily intended to address the
third research question of the study, with the goal of understanding best practices for CSL
placements from the perspective of the community (See Appendix J). However, findings also
addressed the second research question, exploring how mattering comes into play in these
relationships (i.e., how students are able to add value to their placements). Although these
interviews did take place during the pandemic, organizations often referenced placements that
happened in-person, pre-pandemic. Experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic will be explored
first, with the rest of the findings referencing in-person placements.
COVID-19 Impacts
Community organizations had to make many adaptations to the way that their services
were run during COVID-19, and this clearly impacted the kind of placement opportunities that
were available to students. Community organizations noted that remote placement opportunities
could make it more difficult to connect with students, with one organization explaining that "it is
a bit different doing it virtually, ’cuz you're not getting to obviously...to see them and meet them,
but we're doing the best we can" (Community Organization Interview #1). Another described
how they “found that there's a little bit of disconnect between the student and the organization”
(Community Organization Interview #4).

CSL, MATTERING, AND STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH

65

There were also capacity impacts on organizations, especially those that rely on
volunteers and CSL students in order to run consistent programs. One organization explained
how "this year, because of COVID, we don't have any volunteers in, and it's really stressful and
hard" (Community Organization Interview #10). Other organizations also mentioned missing
having students around their organization.
Community organizations expressed mixed thoughts about their confidence in providing
virtual opportunities for students. Changing public health guidelines could provide confusion for
organizations, with requirements for placements being impacted as well. One organization noted
this confusion, recalling that "the newest term of CSL was that they could be remote, they could
be in-person, but we had to have an option for remote if things got shut down, which is very hard
for us to do" (Community Organization Interview #11). With community programs shifting to a
virtual environment, the length of programs was also impacted, which influenced some
organizations’ ability to provide placements that met students’ requirements for placement hours.
For example, one organization explained how "during COVID, right now, it's more difficult to
give the length of time that is required because everything's on Zoom" (Community Organization
Interview #6). It was sometimes difficult for organizations to provide placements for students,
with one organization remarking that "providing remote opportunities is not something we've
been very successful at" (Community Organization Interview #11).
However, some organizations did experience benefits from the online placements, with
one organization noting that the virtual aspect was the only way that their organization could
connect students with the community that they served. They explained how "it's been huge
because with the pandemic ... the kids down there are learning virtually, and the ones that do
have access to technology have been able to participate in all of these classes" (Community
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Organization Interview #2). The use of technology was also able to remove some of the logistical
barriers that exist with in-person placements, for example by connecting students with
international communities, and by eliminating the need for students to travel to and from
placements.
In summary, while some organizations felt that there were benefits to a virtual CSL
environment, the majority experienced some level of disconnect and difficulty while trying to
support CSL students. Ultimately, most organizations were more used to supporting students inperson, and referred to these experiences much more frequently during their interviews. These
experiences are explored in detail below.
Organization Capacity
Community organizations noted that there are many benefits to the relationship between
the university, CSL students, and organizations. These included having consistent volunteers to
run programs, increased awareness of the organization and what it does, and using the resources
created by students.
Consistent Volunteers. CSL students are required to make a weekly commitment to
their placement (which can vary, but is often two hours per week for Laurier students). This
weekly commitment was noted by community organizations as a benefit for planning and
scheduling purposes, and for running programs, as they knew that students would be mostly
consistent in their attendance. One organization noted that "they show up every week - just
consistency, I think is big for us" (Community Organization Interview #5). This time
commitment also supported organizations in accomplishing program needs, with one
organization mentioning that "over 50% of the work hours that happen within the program are
by volunteers or students" (Community Organization Interview #11).
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Program Capacity. CSL students also support community organizations in providing
more on-to-one supports for community members, as well as reaching more community
members. For example, one organization noted that:
There’s a waiting list for the [program], so I can have 15 to 20 people on a waiting list at
any time. I clear the roster, and the only way I can do that is with the students from
Laurier. That's the only way ’cuz there's not enough people out there to do that
(Community Organization Interview #1).
Even in group programming, the additional support of CSL students can allow for more
individual attention to the community members that organizations serve, with one organization
mentioning how "[students] allow us to spend more one to one time with the people that we
serve and help them to reach personal goals that they may have" (Community Organization
Interview #3).
Awareness of Organization. Having CSL students work with community organizations
also supports them in growing the awareness of their organization and the work that it does in the
local community, as well as introducing students to the community beyond their university
campus. Organizations noted this as a benefit, for example mentioning how "most people don't
know about our program, so even just letting people know that we exist, what we do, is really
helpful" (Community Organization Interview #7). Furthermore, having CSL students also helps
grow the knowledge of what certain organizations do within the community, and helps students
to learn more about the communities that the organizations serve. One organization summarized
this as being "about more exposure, more knowledge about the work of the organization and
what our organization does, and also about our communities that we serve [and] about the
issues that are important to us" (Community Organization Interview #4).
Community and Connection
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Working alongside community members during CSL placements can also provide
students with the opportunity to change their existing perspectives and become more immersed
in their community. The community organizations served a variety of different community
members, including newcomers to Canada, people with developmental disabilities, and older
adults.
Community organization leaders observed the value of creating an environment where
CSL students could meet members of communities that they may not have previously interacted
with. These environments provided students with the opportunity to learn more about the people
who live in the community beyond their university, with one organization leader noting that “it’s
a real eye-opening experience for the students” (Community Organization Interview #7). This
was echoed in the feedback that organizations got from their students, with one organization
mentioning that "I’d get that kind of feedback as well anecdotally from the students that this was
really enriching and broadening their perspective on the world" (Community Organization
Interview #12).
While learning more about various communities is certainly a benefit for students, the
relationships formed at placements can also help students to feel included in their local
community, beyond the involvement that they can feel as a member of their university.
Organizations noted that they had observed how placements could seem to have positive mental
health benefits for students, with one organization mentioning that “I think for mental health, I
think it’s good to get away from the books and get into the community and be a part of that”
(Community Interview #7). Community organizations also noted that students reported an
enhanced sense of belonging through placements, for example:
Our students will say, you know, 'This is the highlight of my week, coming here' and so I
think that's real - being part of the community really is very helpful for making students
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feel that they belong in our community. Even though they may not live in our community
all the time (Community Organization Interview #7).
Several organizations also mentioned that students had chosen to extend their placements
in the past, for example stating that:
In some cases, [students] have extended the relationship beyond the expectations of the
school program and have come back, because it's obviously doing something for them
that makes them feel good and they've given outside of the program requirements
(Community Organization Interview #3).
Mattering and Value
These connections were also observed to go beyond positive relationships, but rather
became a space for students to feel that they were making valuable contributions to community
organizations and to the community at large. Community organizations consistently expressed
that students were able to make valuable contributions to their organizations and to the
communities that they worked with, with one organization leader expressing how "it's making
the people that we serve much happier, but I can also see that the students themselves are feeling
good about their contribution to the individuals that we take care of" (Community Organization
Interview #3).
Students were also frequently mentioned as a source of “energy” within the
organizations, offering new ideas and perspectives to the work that was already being done. This
was highly valued by organizations, with one mentioning how "[students] come in and they're
just such a positive role in the organization, and really highlight why we love this partnership,
among other reasons" (Community Organization Interview #5). Students were frequently
mentioned as being missed when they were away from the organizations. One organization
mentioned how when one of their CSL students “wasn't there because of studies, [the kids]
would be like 'Where is she?' And so, you know, that to me is like a really good positive benefit"
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(Community Organization Interview #6). Another mentioned how "It's a huge benefit having
students, and we certainly notice the difference when we don't have students" (Community
Organization Interview #8). Organizations also mentioned inviting feedback and ideas from
students in order to assure them that their input was valued in supporting the success of the
organization.
CSL Best Practices from the Community Perspective
The majority of the community organization leaders who were interviewed were very
satisfied with the current relationship with CSL students and the CSL program at Laurier, noting
that the CSL coordinators were very supportive and made the process easy for community
organizations to facilitate student placements. Minor suggestions to the program included the
opportunity for students to see a virtual tour of the placement environment while selecting their
placement, and having more communication with course professors to ensure that placement
goals and course objectives are aligned. One organization cited the benefits of having course
professors being more involved in their students’ placement process, recalling that:
There was a particular course instructor who was very involved during the students’
placement. Who took the time to come out to the site while their students were here to see
how placements were going, who invited myself and other staff to come to the classroom
to participate in their sort of classroom debrief presentation about the placement as well...
having that connection with the instructor means that I can be more sure that we’re
providing the experience that they’re hoping students will get here (Community
Organization Interview #8).
However, the organization also acknowledged that this can be difficult when professors
are teaching students who have placements at various different organizations, or who have
different time commitments.
The most frequently mentioned limitation of CSL courses was the length of the
placement. While organizations appreciated the value of students’ time, and noted that the
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current placements were still very valuable, many expressed that they wished that the placements
were longer, or that there was a possible way to have students coordinate placements at the same
organization across multiple semesters. However, there were also several instances where
organizations mentioned that students had extended their placements. One organization
mentioned that they “have a former CSL student who has been with me now almost two years
and is still with the program, and she's really invested herself in that program which is amazing"
(Community Organization Interview #12).
Alternatively, some partners echoed the theme of time commitment as a stressor in the
same way that students did. One organization expressed how students sometimes pushed
themselves to meet the time commitment, noting that “there’s [been] a few situations where I'm
like ‘You shouldn’t like be here’, but they were just so stressed about not getting their hours”
(Community Organization Interview #10). Nearly all of the organizations also expressed a
willingness to receive additional information regarding how to better support students at
placements. One organization highlighted how “I’m dealing with a lot more mental health
challenges amongst university students. So like that’s becoming a part of the job in a way”
(Community Organization Interview #12).
Discussion
Discovering new strategies to promote student mental health continues to be of high
importance as mental health issues among students continue to increase (ACHA 2016; ACHA
2019). As advocacy for expanded mental health services for students continues, attention is also
being focused on strategies to promote positive mental health in students in order to prevent
more serious mental health issues in the future. Mattering is positioned as a promising strategy to
promote positive mental health in post-secondary students through ensuring that students feel
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like a valuable, and valued, part of their university communities. Providing opportunities for
post-secondary students to make valuable contributions and form meaningful connections within
their communities through Community Service Learning holds potential as a way to foster a
sense of mattering.
To this end, this study aimed to investigate the impact of Community Service Learning
on post-secondary students’ sense of mattering, and how this could impact their mental health
outcomes and confidence in their ability to create change in their communities. Additionally,
best practices within CSL were explored from the student and community perspectives in order
to get a better understanding of how to create placements that are mutually beneficial. As a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic, there was also an opportunity to explore the impact of virtual CSL
placements, and explore best practices for placements that take place online.
CSL Participation, Mattering, and Mental Health
Chi-square analyses were completed in order to assess whether there were existing
demographic differences between CSL and non-CSL groups. There were no significant
differences between groups except for age, however all participants fell within the age range of
18 – 28. It should be noted that demographics related to year of study were not collected. This
provided a limitation as students in different years of study may have different ages, and years of
study may have had more impact than age itself, as demands of academic programs may change
with the year of study.
The vast majority of the sample were women (i.e., female gender identity). At the
beginning of the study, CSL and non-CSL groups demonstrated similar levels of the variables of
interest, however CSL students had slightly higher levels of CSSE and slightly lower levels of
positive mental health. While these differences were not significant and not expected to have
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influenced the results of the study, it is worth noting how this could relate to a potential
selection-bias within the students who decide to complete a CSL placement. As community
service self-efficacy measures one’s confidence in their ability to create change in their
community, it is possible that the CSL group may have chosen to complete community
placements because of this higher level of belief that they could create change. Although the
CSL group had higher levels of CSSE than the non-CSL group, both groups had levels that
demonstrated a high level of belief that they could create change in their communities. Another
important note is that female students generally demonstrate higher levels of CSSE than male
students (Reeb, 2010). As nearly the entire sample identified as female, this could have
influenced the high level of CSSE found in both CSL and non-CSL groups.
At the end of the study, CSL and non-CSL groups once again demonstrated similar levels
of the variables of interest, with CSL students also showing higher levels of stress at this time.
This is an interesting finding, as CSL students in interviews often mentioned that the time
commitment of CSL was a stressor for them. However, as there were no differences in mental
health outcomes (i.e., anxiety and depression), it is possible that this stress did not negatively
impact their mental health.
Paired-samples t-tests demonstrated that there were no significant changes in the
outcomes of mattering, civic engagement, community service self-efficacy, positive mental
health, stress, or anxiety and depression within the CSL or the non-CSL groups. This is
unsurprising due to the small sample size of CSL participants, as well as the implications of a
virtual environment related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Although there were no significant impacts of CSL participation on any of the variables
of interest, significant relationships were found between the changes that occurred in certain
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variables of interest among the entire sample. Correlations of the change over time variables
showed that an increase in mattering scores was related to a decrease in perceived stress scores,
and an increase in perceived stress scores was related to an increase in anxiety and depression
scores.
Correlations of students’ Time Two scores also showed a relationship between higher
levels of mattering and higher levels of positive mental health, and a relationship between lower
levels of mattering and higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression. This is in line with
previous research that found that higher levels of mattering in post-secondary students are linked
to lower levels of depression (Flett & Nepon, 2020) and anxiety (Rosenburg & McCullough,
1981), and adds to the growing body of literature that associates mattering with positive mental
health outcomes.
Ultimately, while these findings do not show a quantitative link between mattering and
participation in CSL, they do add to the growing body of research surrounding mattering and
post-secondary student mental health. With higher levels of mattering related to higher levels of
positive mental health, and to lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, it continues to show
potential as a promising strategy to support post-secondary student mental health.
Student Perspectives of CSL
Although there were no significant quantitative changes in mental health as a result of
CSL participation, in student interviews, it could be seen that students had mixed opinions on the
impact of their placements on their mental health.
Benefits of Helping Behaviours
Students consistently mentioned how being able to help others provided them with a
sense of happiness and made them feel good. This is consistent with previous research, which
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has demonstrated that engaging in helping behaviours is directly linked to increased well-being
in students (Wray-Lake et al., 2019). Furthermore, students expressed that attending their
placement and interacting with community members put them in a positive emotional state,
reflecting previous research that found the same (McCrae et al., 2015). There are clear emotional
benefits to providing students with the opportunity to connect with others and feel as though they
are making positive contributions.
Stress and Supports
Many students indicated that the time commitment of the placement was a stressor, with
students feeling as though their placement was an additional number of hours a week that they
had to be spending on academic-focused work. However, students in the study reported
extending their placements and continuing their work if they felt that work to be meaningful.
Students expressed that even though the time commitment could add stress, the work that they
were doing was impactful and they wished to continue it. It should be taken into consideration
that CSL placements are only one of the many commitments that students have to complete each
week, and that even time demands that seem minimal can have a large impact on student stress.
Ultimately, the benefits of students feeling that they were able to help at their placements
seems to position mattering as a key component of meaningful CSL placements and the impact
that they can have, as outlined by students’ desire to create a meaningful impact at their
community organization, and their sense of having a positive emotional state when they were
able to positively impact others. Furthermore, these community-based connections and positive
emotional experiences position mattering as a strategy to influence mental health, which will be
discussed further below.
Mechanisms of student sense of mattering
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Mechanisms that supported students’ sense of mattering were explored in more detail
through the interview process. Students experienced a mixed sense of mattering at their
placements. While mattering theory demonstrates that both feeling valued and adding value are
essential to a strong sense of mattering (Prilleltensky, 2019), the feeling of actually adding value
to the organization was sometimes missing from students’ CSL experiences. While students
mentioned that they typically felt appreciated by the community organizations they worked with,
not all of them felt that they were making meaningful contributions; for example, stating that
they felt the programs could have been run without them. This could indicate a key part of the
mattering relationship was missing from some placements. If students felt as though they were
not able to a) make valuable contributions to their organizations or b) see the impact of their
contributions, they often expressed that the placement had a neutral impact on their mental
health. Students who did feel like they made an impact through their work often expressed that
this had positive mental health benefits for them.
A sense of connection with community through the placement seemed to play a large role
in positive mental health benefits. Students who were able to have one-on-one or small group
interactions with community members, even virtually, noted how this had a positive impact on
them, and that they felt like they were able to make meaningful impacts in community members’
lives. Previous literature regarding social well-being emphasizes the necessity of these
community-based connections for an individual to flourish, specifically through social
integration, which is the sense of being a part of and receiving support from a community
(Keyes, 2010). These connections can also contribute to a stronger sense of mattering, most
specifically to the aspects of feeling valued and adding value through meaningful relationships
(Prilleltensky, 2019).
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Ultimately, students knew when they were making meaningful contributions compared to
when they were doing work that would not have a significant impact. Although they may have
felt appreciated for doing any type of work, students in this study seemed to only feel like they
were adding value if they were doing work that had a significant and visible impact. Ensuring
that students have the opportunity to complete meaningful work, rather than just complete their
required hours, is a clear best practice of CSL, alongside the other best practices outlined below.
Best Practices to Promote Student Mental Health and Mattering
The third research question in this study sought to explore best practices for CSL,
through incorporating the perspectives of both CSL students and of community organizations.
While examining CSL through a critical CSL perspective, an emphasis is centred around three
goals: (a) working to distribute power, (b) emphasizing a focus on social change, and (c) creating
authentic relationships (Mitchell, 2008). While the first goal was demonstrated through the
interview process and working to centre both student and community voices, the second and
third goals were highlighted through interview responses. Consistent with findings above,
student and community organization interview participants indicated that opportunities that
provide meaningful work and allow for students to make genuine connections with members of
their communities seemed to contribute to a higher sense of mattering. Best practices identified
by student and community organization interview participants that are in line with these values
are outlined below (see Table 9).
Table 9
Summary of Best Practices
Focus
Opportunity to
Promote Social
Change

Practices and Examples
- Ensuring that research-based tasks are going to be applied to
support the community (i.e., reports that will be used to raise
awareness about community issues)
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Meaningful
Relationships

-

Additional Student
Supports

-

Virtual Placements

-
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Giving students a choice in what sort of research-based tasks
they will complete
Providing the opportunity for students to work alongside
community members
Support and encourage dialogue between community
members and students
Providing the opportunity for students to work one-on-one or
in small groups with community members
Letting students know that their contributions are valued and
that they are missed when away (i.e., for reading week)
Supporting the development of reciprocal relationships
Invite feedback and suggestions from students
Supports should be explicitly stated at the beginning of the
placement
Students should be encouraged to use supports
Placement reflections and tasks should be examined from a
critical viewpoint (i.e., consider the multiple social identities
that students hold, and the various supports they may need
access to because of this)
Provide the opportunity for face-to-face interaction with
community members
Create opportunities to provide input and opinions (not just
observe)
Research-based tasks should still involve check-ins and
reflections, and the opportunity to connect with community
members (if possible)

Opportunity to Promote Social Change
Promoting conversations between students and the community members that
organizations served was shown to be another way to shift the perspectives of both the students
and the community members, highlighting the value of simply creating the space for community
members to share their stories with students. These findings are in line with a critical CSL
framework, demonstrating both meaningful relationships and the opportunity for students to
reflect critically about the experiences of community members (Chupp & Joseph, 2010). These
connections may also provide the opportunity for community members to experience a higher
sense of mattering. Ultimately, ensuring that students are able to create meaningful work for
organizations while interacting closely with the community members that organizations serve
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allows for students to broaden their perspectives on their communities while becoming immersed
in them beyond their university campuses.
Building Meaningful Relationships
Students typically found it much more meaningful to participate and support community
members in programming than to just observe programs, with students distinguishing between
being “helpful” and actually being “needed” for a program. In line with this, Marcus (1991)
identified being depended upon as a component of a strong sense of mattering. Students should
be able to take on an active role in group programming, for example working one-on-one with a
particular community member in a group environment rather than just observing. Just as one-onone connections were noted to be meaningful for students, they were also often cited as a benefit
for community organizations, who often may not have the capacity for one-to-one support
without students or volunteers.
Marcus (1991) also identifies that other people paying attention to someone, and being
interested in what they have to say, are strong indicators of a person’s sense of mattering.
Students noted that they felt valued when organizations asked them for their feedback and input
on tasks or programs they were completing together. This also allows the relationships between
students and community organizations to feel more reciprocal, and ensures that students are able
to provide meaningful support to the organization, just as the organization is providing an
opportunity for students to gain experience. Organizations also often mentioned that community
members asked about students, and missed students if they were away or missed their placement
(i.e., for reading week). Even mentioning these conversations to students when they return can
help to foster a student’s sense of mattering, as being missed when away is a key measure of
mattering as outlined by Marcus (1991).
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As noted earlier, community organizations frequently mentioned how they wished for
placements to be longer. Creating authentic, reciprocal relationships may support organizations
in retaining CSL students as volunteers past the time frame of CSL courses, as students who feel
the positive benefits of making a difference in their communities often expressed a desire to
continue making these positive contributions.
Additional Student Supports
While students knew that supports existed, and felt supported by the CSL program
coordinators, they also noted a disconnect between knowing supports exist and actually
accessing them. Students mentioned being hesitant or nervous to access supports even if they
were available, indicating that students should be continuously encouraged to use supports.
Rather than only listing supports that are available to students (i.e., campus mental health
services), it may also be helpful to provide examples of situations when students may feel the
need to access supports.
The implications of course reflections and of placement experiences themselves should
also be critically examined by course instructors and CSL coordinators. Students noted that
placement reflections could bring up negative or confusing emotions. While critical reflection is
a necessary and beneficial part of CSL (Chupp & Joseph, 2010), it can often be explored from
the assumption that students, as members of the university, all hold the same amount of privilege
when working with community members. However, it is important to consider the various social
locations (i.e., racial identity, gender identity, sexual identity) of students, and be mindful of how
their personal experiences can impact their CSL placement, as well as the supports that they may
need to access. It is also important to consider social location of course instructors, coordinators,
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and the providers of the supports that students are able to access, and how this may influence
student’s comfort and sense of safety or perceived support in accessing these resources.
Applying Best Practices in a Virtual Environment
Many of the best practices outlined above can, and should, still be followed in a virtual
environment. However, some suggestions can be better tailored to suit the virtual environment.
Ideally, students would still be able to have one-on-one or small group conversations with
community members, rather than only having the opportunity to observe programming (for
program-based placements). However, this can be difficult in an environment where students are
joining programs virtually, as this eliminates the potential for spontaneous side conversations.
Even in larger groups, it is helpful for students to be active and contributing participants to
programs. If there are discussion-based activities, students could be invited to participate and ask
questions, rather than only observing the conversation.
As noted earlier, research-based tasks should be meaningful and have applications to the
community after they are completed. In a virtual setting, where students do not get to physically
attend the organization, students noted that it was helpful to have weekly or bi-weekly check-ins
with community organization supervisors, to discuss their progress and any next steps. Ideally,
students would still be able to meet some community members virtually, or participate in a
collaborative research approach alongside community members, to still receive the benefits that
come from meaningful conversations and interactions.
Limitations
Implications of COVID-19 Pandemic
While this study originally aimed to explore the impact of in-person Community Service
Learning placements, the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the need for most placements to be
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shifted to an online environment. Despite shifting study timelines, it was ultimately not possible
to study in-person placements from the student perspective during the scope of this study.
While this had obvious implications that were easier to explore in interviews, the effect
of virtual placements on the quantitative data was less evident. However, it can be assumed that
there were some implications that came from having placements completely online. As noted
earlier, online learning has been shown to increase feelings of disconnection in students (BaltàSalvador et al., 2021), which may have had a particularly strong impact on virtual CSL
placements, where community interactions also took place completely online.
Ultimately, while this study was able to provide valuable insights into students’
experiences of virtual CSL placements, and further indicate the benefits of promoting high levels
of mattering in students, the findings from student participants are not able to be generalized to
typical, in-person CSL placement experiences. Therefore, the research questions were addressed
with this in mind.
Limitations of Methodology
The design of this study created some methodological limitations. Students self-selected
into the surveys and the interviews, and also self-selected whether or not they would be
participating in CSL courses. Although there were no existing differences between students who
participated in CSL placements and those who did not, there may have been differences for those
who chose to participate in the study and students in the general population who chose not to.
Furthermore, students who decided to participate in interviews about their CSL
experiences were obviously those who were very willing to discuss their experiences, and may
have differences from students who decided not to participate in interviews. Also, as indicated in
the Results section, several survey responses had to be deleted as a result of incomplete or
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invalid responses. Although the remaining data appeared valid, there were no attention checks
built into the survey to help ensure this.
Although community partner interviews were generally very successful and insightful,
they typically referenced student placements that were not in the virtual environment, limiting
the connections that were able to be made between the student and community organization data
within this study.
Limitations of Results
The sample of the study was not evenly split between CSL and non-CSL students, with
non-CSL students greatly outnumbering CSL students. The quantitative sample of CSL students
that completed both surveys was only nine, which limits the generalizability of the findings.
Furthermore, nearly all of the participants in the study identified as women, which may have had
implications for the results. All participants in the study were also students at Wilfrid Laurier
University, the majority of whom accessed the survey portion of the study as a way to receive
credit for a psychology course.
There was also a high attrition rate for the study, with 61% of participants dropping out.
There were no significant differences between students who completed both surveys and those
who only completed the first survey in terms of demographics variables, Time One levels of
variables of interest, or CSL participation. One potential explanation for the attrition rate being
so high is that students were becoming overwhelmed with the number of online tasks that they
were being requested to do in the Winter term when the Time Two was administered, and simply
opted not to complete the second survey. A second potential explanation is that the incentive to
complete the second survey (the potential to win a gift card) was not as enticing as the incentive
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for the first survey (a guaranteed credit), even though it was anticipated that the gift card would
provide a higher level of motivation.
It is also important to consider the impact of the pandemic on the experience of virtual
placements themselves. It is quite possible that with the majority of their commitments already
being online, students’ CSL placements felt like another virtual meeting that they had to log into
weekly, and potentially felt less meaningful than in-person interactions. It will be important in
the future to explore how virtual and in-person placements may be experienced differently by
students when students are able to participate in other in-person activities.
Directions for Future Research
The findings from this study provide many interesting considerations for future research
in the areas of CSL, mattering, and student mental health. Firstly, future research should be
conducted about the benefits of in-person CSL placement opportunities. While there are still
benefits to virtual placements, this study was not able to explore the potential of in-person
placements to impact student mattering and mental health, which remains a large gap in CSL
literature.
Future research should investigate students’ motivations for taking CSL courses;
although many programs may require CSL courses for students to graduate, there may be
additional factors influencing students’ decisions to take multiple courses, or to complete
placements with certain organizations. Furthermore, CSL may be more beneficial to some
students than others; CSL was mentioned as a potential source of stress for students in both
student and community organization interviews. Future research should also consider instances
when CSL may not be a good fit for students, and whether the additional stress could contribute
to negative mental health for certain students.
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An additional area to explore is the time commitment for students. Community
organizations noted that longer placements would be beneficial and mentioned how it is helpful
when CSL students choose to extend their placements. Even though students frequently
mentioned the time commitment as adding stress, some students still chose to extend their
placements beyond the original commitment required for their CSL placement. Future research
should explore what makes placements meaningful, and what it is about placements that provides
enough benefits to students that they choose to continue their time commitments, even when they
are noted as a source of potential stress. Future work should also explore what makes placements
meaningful for students, what aspects of placements are the most rewarding for students, and
how to expand opportunities for meaningful connections in CSL placements.
While this research was intended to focus on the perspectives of CSL students and the
community organizations that host CSL placements, future research should also explore the
perspectives of CSL educators (i.e., course instructors) and CSL coordinators to explore what
facilitates a successful relationship from these perspectives. Different instructors may have very
different ways of running CSL courses, and ask students to focus on different kinds of reflection
questions. The in-class component of CSL should be further explored from the student
perspective as well.
Ultimately, this research highlights the benefits of researching student mental health from
a strengths-based perspective (i.e., how can we increase feelings of mattering, as we saw that
they are associated with better mental health outcomes). Therefore, future research should
incorporate a strengths-based as well as a deficits-based perspective in order to fully capture
student experiences as we seek to support students in developing positive mental health. Students
frequently mentioned how helping others in their community positively impacted them and

CSL, MATTERING, AND STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH

86

provided them with a sense of happiness, so other opportunities for students to have this
“helping” experience should continue to be explored. These experiences could include extracurricular activities such as peer support programs or student leadership programs.
With the positive relationship between a higher sense of mattering and positive mental
health outcomes, future studies should continue to explore the benefits of mattering. One area in
particular should be to explore mattering’s potential as a buffer against suicidality in university
students, as this continues to be a knowledge gap (Flett et al., 2019).
Knowledge Translation
Findings from this study will be used to create a community report that will be shared
with Laurier Community and Workplace Partnerships and with community organizations, as
well as with the student participants who wished to know about the results of the study. Findings
will also be shared with the funder (CEWIL) either through a conference presentation or a
publication.
Conclusions
As the number of students experiencing mental health issues continues to rise (ACHA,
2016; ACHA, 2019), it is becoming increasingly important to explore new solutions to promote
positive mental health in students. Despite the benefits of strengths-based approaches to student
mental health, current research often focuses on a deficits-based approach and on treating mental
health issues after they arise, rather than trying to promote positive mental health (Linden &
Stuart, 2020). Increasing a sense of mattering in students has already been shown to have many
positive benefits, including lower levels of depressive symptoms (Flett et al., 2012). Although
the current study did not find a quantitative association between participation in CSL and an
increased sense of mattering, students expressed a feeling of mattering through interviews in
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relation to their CSL experiences. We also found that students with higher levels of mattering
had higher levels of positive mental health, and lower levels of anxiety and depression, although
these levels were independent from CSL placements. This reinforces the role that mattering can
play in student mental health, and suggests the need for further research on how to increase
students’ sense of mattering as a mental health promotion strategy.
Our findings also emphasize the benefits of students participating in meaningful CSL
placements, and the importance of forming genuine relationships while connecting with the
community beyond their university campuses. Students expressed strong sentiments of the
emotional benefits of being able to help others, with community organization participants
affirming the value of having students complete community placements. The findings also
suggest that in-person placements may be the most meaningful for students, however virtual
placements can still provide a meaningful experience for students as long as they are engaged in
face-to-face interactions with community members, and have the opportunity to make
meaningful contributions to online programming, rather than only observing programs.
Ultimately, there is still unexplored potential for CSL placements, especially those which
allow students to engage in helping behaviours, with the goal of increasing students’ sense of
mattering. It is also clearly important for students to have a high sense of mattering, as this has
positive implications for their mental health. Finding new ways to promote a strong sense of
mattering in students, while supporting them in becoming more connected to their community,
remains an important strategy for post-secondary institutions to explore in promoting positive
mental health among students.
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Demographics Questionnaire
What is your age?

What is your sexual
identity? Please select
all that apply.

What is your gender
identity? Please select
all that apply.

What is your ethnic or
cultural identity?

18
19
20
21
22
23
24
Other (please specify)
Gay
Lesbian
Bisexual
Queer
Pansexual
Demisexual
Questioning
Two-Spirit
Straight/Heterosexual
Asexual
Prefer not to disclose
Other (please specify)
Woman
Man
Cisgender
Trans woman
Trans man
Two-Spirit
Genderqueer
Gender fluid
Androgynous
Non-binary
Prefer not to disclose
Other (please specify)
Aboriginal/Indigenous
Asian – East (e.g. China, Japan, Korea)
Asian – South (e.g. India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka)
Asian – South East (e.g. Malaysia, Philippines, Vietnam)
Black – Africa (e.g. Ghana, Kenya, Somalia)
Black – Canada
Black – Caribbean Region (Jamaica, Trinidad, Tobago)
Latin American (e.g. Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica)
Indian-Caribbean (e.g. Guyana with origins in India)
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What is the highest
educational attainment
level of your first
parent?

What is the highest
educational attainment
level of your second
parent?

Middle Eastern (e.g. Egypt, Iran, Israel, Palestine)
White – Canada
White – (e.g. England, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Serbia)
Prefer not to disclose
Other (please specify)
Elementary level (started elementary but did not finish)
Elementary graduate
High school level (started high school but did not finish)
High school graduate
College level (started college but did not finish)
College Graduate
Undergraduate level (started undergraduate but did not finish)
Masters or Doctorate degree
Not applicable/ prefer not to disclose
Elementary level (started elementary but did not finish)
Elementary graduate
High school level (started high school but did not finish)
High school graduate
College level (started college but did not finish)
College Graduate
Undergraduate level (started undergraduate but did not finish)
Masters or Doctorate degree
Not applicable/ prefer not to disclose
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Appendix B
Civic Engagement Scale (Winstanley et al., 2008)
In the last 12 months, have you participated in the following
activities?
Yes
No
Big Brother/Big Sister
Program
Activities at the YMCA,
YWCA, or other community
centre
Boy Scouts or Girl Guides
Team Sports (for example
hockey, football, basketball,
swimming, or gymnastics)
A school band, orchestra, or
choir
School-related club
Student Government
Volunteer or community
work, such as recycling or
clean-up projects
Ethnic or cultural group
Church Choir
Neighbourhood or
Community Association
Service club or fraternal
organization
Other (Please Specify)
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Appendix C
General Mattering Scale (GMS), (Marcus, 1991)
Not at all
1
How important do you feel you are to other
people?
How much do you feel other people pay
attention to you?
How much do you feel others would miss
you if you went away?
How interested are people generally in what
you have to say?
How much do people depend on you?

A little
2

Somewhat
3

Very Much
4
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Appendix D
Community Service Self-Efficacy Scale (CSSES), (Reeb, Katsuyama, Ronald, Sammon, & Yoden,
1998)
Quite
Uncertain
1
If I choose to participate in
community service in the future,
I will be able to make a
meaningful contribution.
In the future, I will be able to
find community service
opportunities which are relevant
to my interests and abilities.
I am confident that, through
community service, I can help in
promoting social justice.
I am confident that, through
community service, I can make a
difference in my community.
I am confident that I can help
individuals in need by
participating in community
service activities.
I am confident that, in future
community service activities, I
will be able to interact with
relevant professionals in ways
that are meaningful and
effective.
I am confident that, through
community service, I can help in
promoting equal opportunities
for citizens.
Through community service, I
can apply knowledge in ways
that solve “real-life” problems.
By participating in community
service, I can help people to help
themselves.
I am confident that I will
participate in community service
activities in the future.

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Certain
10
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Appendix E
MHC-SF – Mental Health Continuum Short Form (Keyes, 2009)
During the past month, how
often did you feel...

1. happy
2. interested in life
3. satisfied with life
4. that you had something to
contribute to society
5. that you belonged to a
community (like a social
group, or your
neighbourhood)
6. that our society is a good
place
7. that people are basically
good
8. that the way our society
works makes sense to you
9. that you liked most parts
of your personality
10. good at managing the
responsibilities of your daily
life
11. that you had warm and
trusting relationships with
others
12. that you had experiences
that challenged you to grow
and become a better person
13. confident to think or
express your own ideas and
opinions
14. that your life has a sense
of direction or meaning

Never
0

Once or
twice
1

About
once a
week
2

About
two or
three
times a
week
3

Almost
every
day
4

Every
day
5
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Appendix F
PHQ – 4 Anxiety and Depression, (Kroenke, Spitzer, Williams, & Lowe, 2009)

Over the last two weeks, how often have
you been bothered by the following
problems?
Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge
Not being able to stop or control worrying
Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless
Little interest or pleasure in doing things
TOTAL

Not at all
0

Several
days
1

More than
half the
days
2

Nearly
every day
3
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Appendix G
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), (Cohen, Kamarck & Mermelstein, 1983)
Never
0
In the last month, how often have you been
upset because of something that happened
unexpectedly?
In the last month, how often have you felt
that you were unable to control the
important things in your life?
In the last month, how often have you felt
nervous and “stressed”?
In the last month, how often have you felt
confident about your ability to handle your
personal problems?
In the last month, how often have you felt
that things were going your way?
In the last month, how often have you found
that you could not cope with all the things
that you had to do?
In the last month, how often have you been
able to control irritations in your life?
In the last month, how often have you felt
that you were on top of things?
In the last month, how often have you been
angered because of things that were outside
of your control?
In the last month, how often have you felt
difficulties were piling up so high that you
could not overcome them?

Almost Sometimes
Never
2
1

Fairly
Often
3

Very
Often
4
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Appendix H
CSL Student Interview Guide
Topic one: Community service learning placement and sense of community
1.
Where did you complete your CSL placement, and what were some of the
responsibilities that you had?
2.
Can you tell me about a specific moment in which you helped someone else at your
placement?
3.
What do you think the impact of your work was on other people and the community?
Topic two: Sense of mattering
4.
Did anyone at your placement depend on you? Who and in what ways?
5.
Did you feel like a valued member of the team at your placement?
6.
What skills or talents did you have the opportunity to use or develop during your
placement?
Topic three: Mental health and well-being
7.
Did you enjoy the time you spent at your CSL placement? Why or why not?
8.
What, if any, challenges did you experience within your placement?
9.
How do you think your well-being impacted by attending your placement each week?
Was your level of stress impacted? If so, how?
10.
Overall, do you feel that your placement had any impacts on your mental health? If
so, how?
Topic four: Supervisor relationship and CSL best practices
11.
What training did you receive for your placement? Did it adequately prepare you for
your responsibilities?
12.
What supports did you receive from your placement supervisor, and which were the
most helpful?
13.
Did any stressful situations arise at your placement? If so, how did your supervisor
support you, and are there any other supports you would have liked to receive?
14.
What aspects of your placement added to your stress, and which supported your
mental health?
Topic five: Conclusion
15.
Is there anything else you’d like to share with us about your experience before we
conclude the interview?
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Community Organization Interview Guide
Topic one: Community service learning placement and understanding of organization
1.
What tasks do CSL students perform at your organization?
2.
Do you feel like these tasks help students gain a better understanding of the
communities that your organization serves?
Topic two: Experience with CSL students
3.
What, if any, benefits does your organization experience when working with CSL
students?
4.
What, if any, challenges does your organization experience when working with CSL
students?
Topic three: CSL Student Mattering
5.
Do you feel that CSL students are able to make meaningful contributions to your
organization?
6.
Do you feel like your organization is able to have a meaningful impact on students?
Topic four: Best practises with CSL students
7.
What, if any, areas of improvement would strengthen your relationship with CSL
students?
8.
How could the university better support your experience with CSL students?
Topic five: Community Organization Input
9.
Did these questions accurately explore your experience with CSL students?
9a.
What else would you like to see explored in these interviews?
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Appendix J
Representative Quotes for Interview Themes
Theme
Impact of
COVID-19
Organization
Capacity

Community and
Connection

Mattering

Mental Health
Stress
Best Practices

Representative Quotes
"I think it was just difficult to actually have meaningful interactions when
you're not working with the students" (Student Interview #2)
"Having the Community Service Learning students is great because we
know they’re for sure there for ten weeks, because they need to be, so we
know that we have a consistent person coming in for those 10 weeks. So it
helps with staffing" (Community Organization Interview #11)
"Beyond what the students do while they're here, there is the personal
connections and that's just really, really important for our residents. I don't
think you can put a measure on the benefits...it's been incredibly
meaningful for our residents" (Community Organization Interview #8)
“Having that sense of giving back and um it's almost sense of pride for
your city and your region to be a part of that" (Community Organization
Interview #1)
"It was beneficial for my mental health" (Student Interview #4)
“I have definitely carried those students who are very stressed about
making sure they get their hours” (Community Organization Interview #12)
"I would feel sort of alone, I would be afraid to reach out (Student
Interview #3)

